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The Blurbs
JET by Russell Blake
JET – the code name of a former Mossad operative who faked her own death to escape the clandestine life. But the past doesn’t let go of its secrets easily, and when old enemies hunt her down she is forced to kill or be killed in a deadly conflict that spans the globe. A breakneck thriller in the tradition of Bourne and Bond, JET is a non-stop adrenaline rush that redefines the genre.
Irretrievably Broken by Melissa F. Miller
Irretrievably Broken features the return of fierce and fearless attorney Sasha McCandless. Someone’s killing the female partners at her old firm, and she’s asked to represent their accused husbands. The cases put a strain on her own relationship, but that’s the least of her troubles, because the real killer is waging a vendetta for a past case gone wrong: and there’s one more lawyer on his list.
Never Go Home by L.T. Ryan
When a woman is found brutally murdered in a small Florida town, Jack Noble breaks his vow to never return home in order to assist the local sheriff with her investigation. As the hunt for the killer intensifies, Jack realizes his past as a government assassin has come back to haunt those closest to him.
The Critical Element by John L. Betcher
The theft of a mysterious meteor leads Beck, Beth, Gunner and Bull to uncover a terror plot that threatens the country’s largest shopping mall. Meanwhile, the FBI, CDC and CIA attempt to defuse a large-scale biological attack and avert a crippling pandemic.
The Dark Path by Luke Romyn
Vain, a man versed in torture and death, is chosen to protect a boy whose sacrifice will release Satan’s lieutenant from the pits of Hell. Armageddon sits upon the horizon and all that stands in its way is a man whose path has always been dark.
Thirteen to None by Claude Bouchard
Home invasions were the new pastime for Butch Kincaid and his criminal crew during their nomadic summer vacations... Drunken orgies of terror, destruction, rape and murder... Until they chose the wrong home...
The Devil’s Cauldron by Michael Wallace
Paralyzed and locked in, Meggie can’t tell anyone what really happened the night of her accident seven years earlier. Now, for the first time, there’s hope for a cure — and there are those who will kill to keep it away from her...
Crazy Days in Big Lake by Nick Russell
Everybody seems to have gone crazy in Big Lake; neighbors are threatening violence, eco-protestors are on the march, flower children are camping in the forest, the grocery store manager has locked himself in his office and won’t come out, bears are chasing dogs into houses, and a retired couple have shot an intruder during a home invasion. By the time it’s over more blood will be shed and the good people will be left wondering just how well they really know their neighbors.
The Delilah Complex by MJ Rose
The Scarlet Society is a secret club of twelve powerful and sexually adventurous women. But when a photograph of the body of one of the men they’ve recruited to dominate is sent to the New York Times, they are shocked and frightened. Unable to cope with the tragedy, the women turn to NYC sex therapist Dr. Morgan Snow. But their grief counseling quickly becomes a murder investigation.
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About the Author
A Wall Street Journal and The Times featured author, Russell Blake lives full time on the Pacific coast of Mexico. He is the acclaimed author of the thrillers Fatal Exchange, The Geronimo Breach, Zero Sum, The Delphi Chronicle trilogy (The Manuscript, The Tortoise and the Hare, and Phoenix Rising), King of Swords, Night of the Assassin, The Voynich Cypher, Revenge of the Assassin, Return of the Assassin, Blood of the Assassin, Silver Justice, JET, JET II – Betrayal, JET III – Vengeance, JET IV – Reckoning, JET V – Legacy, JET VI – Justice, Upon a Pale Horse, BLACK, BLACK is Back, and BLACK is The New Black.
Non-fiction novels include the international bestseller An Angel With Fur (animal biography) and How To Sell A Gazillion eBooks (while drunk, high or incarcerated) – a joyfully vicious parody of all things writing and self-publishing related.
“Capt.” Russell enjoys writing, fishing, playing with his dogs, collecting and sampling tequila, and waging an ongoing battle against world domination by clowns.
Visit Russell’s salient website for updates
Follow Russell on Twitter
 



From the Author
JET is a work of fiction, and any resemblance between the characters in it and real people or organizations is purely coincidental or for literary effect. That’s my way of saying I have no idea whether the Mossad or CIA run assassination squads in the real world. I guess for my sake, I better hope they don’t. Likewise, the Mossad, CIA and KGB are probably stand-up organizations where everyone is honest and hardworking. I have no reason to believe otherwise, but the story plays better if everyone, everywhere, is suspect, crooked, and basically up to no good. So that is the literary leap I make. There are probably numerous things that are not one hundred percent accurate and real-world in these pages. That’s okay. It’s not intended to be an in-depth, hundred percent accurate tome. Hopefully you’ll excuse any literary license.
Likewise, I use dollars most of the time instead of the local currencies, for two reasons. First, to save everyone the trouble of looking up conversion tables, and second, because like it or not, the dollar is the world’s reserve currency, so it’s likely that any large sums or nefarious transactions are being conducted in greenbacks.
JET uses flashbacks in the early chapters in order to convey information that is relevant later. Don’t be alarmed when it jumps around a bit – it will all make sense as you get further into the book. I promise.
JET is the first in a series. It’s deliberately and joyously over-the-top, featuring a female protagonist who takes names and brings the hurt. It’s unapologetically overblown and strives to be a non-stop adrenaline rush, an action thriller that breaks the mold and tramples convention.  I hope you enjoy this first installment as much as I enjoyed writing it.
 



Prologue
The rainy gray of the morning had grudgingly relented to a patchwork of blue peeking between the clouds. Moisture dripped from the dense vegetation onto the encroachment of asphalt, evaporating within seconds of contact. Humidity was a constant this far inland – the nation’s seat had been relocated to this position of relative safety following the hurricane that destroyed the seafront capital forty-something years before.
The bus station at the main junction was a sad affair, as were most of the nearby structures, surrendering to entropy even before the paint had dried on their shabby walls. The terminal was surrounded by a group of ramshackle booths fashioned from tarps and cast-off wood, a squalid tent city that housed vendors hawking tacky artifacts and articles of second-hand clothing.
A retired Greyhound coach creaked as it entered the muddy lot, carrying a handful of intrepid tourists and commuters from the coastal suburbs. The tired air brakes hissed their protest as it pulled to a stop and disgorged its cargo, the rusting, graffiti-covered sides shuddering in time with the idle of the engine.
In the near distance, hulking concrete bunkers, ugly and indifferent, held back the jungle’s creep. Lethargic bureaucrats in shirtsleeves seeped steadily across the expansive open plaza, mopping their brows with hand towels as they shuffled to their offices for another long day of doing nothing.
Three men emerged from the largest building and stood on the steps by the heavy glass entry doors, shielding their faces from the shafts of sun piercing the overcast. After a few parting words, they shook hands, and two of them headed to the parking lot. The third man watched their departure, his coal-black skin glistening with sweat that already threatened to ruin his lightweight navy-blue suit. He glanced at his watch then walked toward a multi-story edifice across the common. The fountain in the middle of the square, thick calcium deposits crusting the pitted centerpiece, hosted a squabble of sparrows intent on bathing in the rainwater accumulated in its base. Drawn by their raucous chirping, he slowed to watch them enjoy their brief reprieve from the oppressive heat.
A sharp crack startled the birds, causing them to take noisy flight as the lone man’s skull exploded in a bloody splatter. His body crumpled to the concrete, dead before what was left of his head hit the ground with a melon-like thud. The few witnesses nearby froze in their tracks, eyes darting around in alarm.
On the top floor of an abandoned motel three hundred yards away, the shooter edged from his vantage point, cradling his rifle as he padded down the deserted stairs that led to the waiting Ford Expedition.
The driver put the vehicle into gear as the rear door opened, scrutinizing the chaos at the government buildings in his rearview mirror. The shooter slid the rifle into a compartment under the cargo mat and gave the vacant parking area a quick scan before climbing into the passenger seat. After fastening his seatbelt, he fumbled a cigarette from a pack in the glove compartment and lit it, adjusting the air vents to direct cold air on his sweating face as the driver pulled onto the road leading out of town. He exhaled in satisfaction, then lowered the window a few inches, and made a hurried call on his cell phone, speaking in a harsh, heavily-accented whisper before hanging up.
With a practiced motion, he flipped the phone’s case back off and tossed the single-use sim chip and the battery through the open window, into a tangle of brushwood. The driver eyed him without comment and then returned his attention to the wheel.
The shooter took another drag and cracked a feral grin.
“One down.”
 



Chapter 1
Turquoise water lapped at the powdery sand on the leeward side of Trinidad, caressing the shore with a tranquil surge. Decrepit fishing skiffs with single outboard engines floated a dozen yards from the beach, tugging gently at their moorings as their captains lazed in the shade, passing rum bottles and familiar stories back and forth.
Music and the heady aroma of exotic food drifted on the evening air as the annual Carnival festival lurched into full roar. Excited groups of young children tore up and down the waterfront, peals of glee and laughter battling with the din of adult celebration. From far and wide, revelers packed the streets, beers hoisted high to the setting sun, welcoming the untamed night that was to follow. Flashes of coffee-colored skin, strong white teeth and long, smooth legs hinted at the weekend’s delights as a tremble of simmering promise pervaded the atmosphere, of possibility and inebriated hope. Drums pounded hypnotic tattoos as the flamboyant costumes and masks paraded, the natives and visitors alike bubbling with a giddy sense of abandon.
The chime of the little internet café’s front door sounded, jolting Maya’s focus from the computer screen at her desk in the rear office. She pushed her long, black hair from her face with a listless hand and clicked the mouse with a sigh, noting the onscreen time. There had been no visitors for at least an hour, and she was getting ready to close. Her assistant had taken off at five, eager to join the bash, leaving her to clean up at the end of the day. Now, four hours later, there was little hope of any more revenue with the town in party mode. Anyone on the streets would have a more tangible kind of entertainment in mind than the sort found in cyberspace.
As she shouldered through the hanging beads that separated the back from the storefront, a garrote looped over her head, and she barely got her left hand up in time to keep it from closing around her throat. She sensed the raw strength of her assailant as the wire bit into her hand and instinctively stomped on the top of his foot, trying to break his hold. Had Maya been wearing her boots she would have broken metatarsal bones, but with tennis shoes, all her effort bought was a grunt and a momentary relaxation of the deadly pressure.
Blood ran down her wrist as she threw herself back, driving her attacker against a granite counter supporting a bank of monitors. A screen tumbled to the floor and shattered as she groped along the edge of the computers for anything she could use as a weapon.
Her fingers found the neck of a Fanta bottle, and she swung it back to where his head would be. It connected with a satisfying thunk, and she swung it again, this time feeling it break against his skull. Ignoring the pain from the garrote, she stabbed behind her head with the jagged edge of the broken bottle, again and again, then heard a muted exclamation as a warm gush sprayed against her upper back. The grip on her loosened, and she swung around, bringing her knee up in a fluid motion as she flung the garrote away. She felt her leg connect with the soft flesh of his groin and caught a brief impression of a hardened middle-aged face with blood streaming from the man’s lacerated cheek and right eye. He swung at her with a fist, but she ducked to the right, and the punch went wide. She slashed at him with the bottle again, then feinted with it as she kicked him in the abdomen with all her might.
The attacker’s legs buckled, and he stumbled, hitting his brutalized head against the counter as he dropped to one knee. Stunned, he reached into his pocket and extracted a switchblade. The blade snapped open – he lunged – she dodged the knife and kicked him again. This time he was ready for it; she felt the stiff muscles of his stomach tighten for the blow. As he crashed against the counter again, she flung the bottle at him then grabbed a flat screen monitor and swung it against his head, connecting with his cheekbone. The screen splintered as she continued to beat him with it, savaging what was left of his face.
But he still held onto the knife.
He threw himself against her, and she felt a stab of pain as the blade nicked her lower back even as she twisted to stay clear of it. She kneed him again, pulled a mouse free from the devastation and wrapped its cable around his neck, improvising a stranglehold.
The muscles in her arms bulged as she pulled against both ends of the wire, and the slashing of the knife gradually became feebler even as she stayed out of its reach. Maya ignored the blood streaming from the slice in her left hand as she strained to maintain her grip, watching as consciousness faded from the killer.
Aware that he was losing the struggle, he wrenched himself away, tearing the mouse cord from her hands. She rushed to the cash register, hoping to grab one of the heavy metal pitchers she used for water and juice, but he swung a foot at her legs, bringing her down against the register before he spun, leaning against it for support as he lurched toward her, knife at the ready. She knew he was blinded by the blood streaming down his face, but that wouldn’t do her any good now that she’d lost the momentum and he was on the offensive.
He slashed at her again with the blade, catching her loose shirt but missing her ribs. She twisted and groped for the scissors she kept by the register, but her fingers felt a different, familiar shape. Chest heaving from exertion, she grabbed it and smashed it against his head with all her might.
His eyes widened in puzzled surprise before he dropped to the floor, twitching spasmodically.
She watched his death throes, eyeing the base of the receipt holder she had used, its six-inch steel spike driven through his ear into his brain. When he stopped convulsing, she fell back onto one of the swivel chairs, trembling slightly, and quickly took stock. The hand was messy, but when she flexed her fingers, they moved, so it was superficial. She could tell that the cut on her lower back was trivial, even though it stung a little. Most of the blood on her was from the dead man.
She stood panting for a few moments then, after glancing around, grabbed one of the shop T-shirts she sold to tourists and wrapped it around her hand. Returning to her attacker’s corpse, she leaned down and felt in his clothes for a weapon, but he’d carried nothing other than the garrote, the knife and a wallet with a no-name credit card and a few hundred dollars.
A noise at the back of the shop snapped her back into the moment. Someone was trying to get through the locked back door.
If they were professional, it wouldn’t stop them for long, she knew.
~ ~ ~
A gloved hand pushed the door open, the lock having proved a minor impediment easily overcome with a strategically placed silenced gunshot that shattered the doorjamb with a muffled crack. The cramped hallway was dark, so the intruder moved cautiously through it until he arrived at the small office. Leading with the barrel of his gun, he felt for the light switch on the wall, which he flicked – nothing happened.
The door opposite him burst wide as Maya exploded from the storage closet in a blur. He’d hardly registered her arrival when he dropped the weapon, his life blood pouring down his back from where she had driven the scissors between his shoulder blades, into his heart.
It was over within a few seconds. The intruder’s body slid to the floor and leaked out a dark puddle of crimson. Maya stepped over him, scooped up his pistol and checked it. A Beretta 92, full magazine, so fourteen more rounds, allowing for the one used on the door. Custom-machined compact silencer. The gun had been modified to accommodate the suppressor; money and time had been expended – not good.
She crouched by the dead man and performed a quick search but found nothing other than another blank wallet with a few hundred dollars.
The slightest of scrapes sounded from near the back door.
Maya threw herself onto the floor of the hallway and fired close-quarters at the silhouette hulking in the doorframe. A grunt from the shooter, then a silenced slug tore a hole through the wall by her head. She fired two more rounds, and the attacker fell back onto the ground outside.
She waited. One beat. Two. Could be only three of them, or could be a fourth. Or more.
Nothing.
If anyone else was in the mix, they’d be smart to wait for her to come outside and check the body.
She jumped to her feet and ran to the front of the shop. She’d flipped off the breakers before hiding in the closet, so the storefront was now completely dark, the sun having completed its celestial plunge into the sea. Maya stopped at the counter and grabbed another T-shirt from the pile, stripping off her bloody top and replacing it with a clean dark blue one, then grabbed a roll of paper towels from behind the register and made a makeshift dressing for her hand, stuffing another wad into her bag. The gash was already clotting. Even if it felt awful, she’d live.
She paused, ears straining for any sounds. Music from the street and occasional whoops of passing celebrators were the only ones she detected.
Nothing from the back of the shop.
Maya pulled her purse over her shoulder and clutched the gun inside it so it wouldn’t cause panic on the street. Glancing through the windows, she estimated there were easily a couple of hundred people meandering outside, which would make it easy to disappear into the crowd, but would also make it tougher to spot potential attackers. She took one more look at the carnage in the little internet café that had been her livelihood for the last two years and inhaled a deep breath. Nothing good would come from stalling the inevitable, and with any luck, she now had an element of surprise in her favor.
She swung open the front door and stepped out into the fray, alert for anything suspicious. Waves of inebriated locals flowed tipsily down the sidewalks, spilling into the streets, which were closed to cars for the duration of the festival. Two jugglers – high on stilts – tossed balls back and forth, their painted faces leering mirth at the throng beneath.
An explosion ripped into the air overhead, jarring, causing her to cringe. Another sounded before she took in the delighted expressions around her – the detonations were fireworks starbursting amid the fervor of festivities.
She shook herself mentally, forcing her pulse back to normal. The old instincts were rusty, yet it was all coming back in a rush. A third boom reverberated across the waterfront street, and a staccato popping of secondary fireworks followed it, the glow from the red and blue blossoms illuminating the night sky.
She reached the far corner and moved without hesitation across the road to the cluster of buildings that comprised the center of the little beach area where her café was located. She used the storefront windows to study her surroundings, pausing every fifty yards to scan for threats.
Whoever had come after her was deadly serious. The weapons and the approach were uber-pro. Her carefully-constructed peaceful existence was blown. But why this – why now? And who? It made no sense.
Especially since she’d been dead for three years.
Maya was indistinguishable amid the women moving along the water – a sea of black hair and tanned skin – and she liked her chances more at night. Even if her adversaries had photos, which she assumed they must if they had done their homework, in the gloom it would be hard to pick her out, and with Carnival in full flow, many were wearing masks or costumes, further complicating any possibility of identification.
Her hand throbbed with dulled pain as she considered her options. It would be a matter of hours, at most, before the body outside the back door was found and the police went on full alert, issuing an all-points bulletin to bring her in for questioning. Even in a low-key country like Trinidad and Tobago, three dead bodies would demand an explanation – one that she wasn’t in any hurry to make.
She ducked into a souvenir shop and bought a black baseball hat emblazoned with a logo of the island, and a long-sleeved T-shirt with a poorly drawn sailboat illustration. Looking up, she impulsively grabbed a carnival mask with a feather fringe, which she stuffed into her purse before paying. When she exited, she looked more a punky teenager with the hat on backward than a twenty-eight-year-old. Hopefully, it would be good enough to throw any watchers.
As she moved around a group of boisterous young men, she spotted suspicious movement on the far sidewalk. Maya lifted her phone from her purse and used the screen as a mirror before she raised it to her ear to fake a call. She’d seen enough. A man with a shaved head, obviously not local, wearing a windbreaker in spite of the temperature, was keeping pace. He definitely wasn’t there for the street party.
Maya pretended to chat to a non-existent friend as her mind raced through possible responses. First thing, she’d need to ditch the phone. Even though it was a disposable that she bought airtime for on a card, it might pose a threat – most governments, clandestine groups and sophisticated private surveillance companies could track cell phones or activate the handset to eavesdrop, even if the phone was turned off. She didn’t think it was an issue with a burner phone, but at this point, she needed to assume that the level of technology her pursuers had access to was unlimited.
A fire-breathing man spray-painted entirely in gold appeared in the street next to her and blew a yellow stream of flame into the night sky. Partygoers fought to take pictures until a drunk woman flashed her two companions with a shrill laugh, drawing more photos and creating a temporary diversion for Maya, who took the opportunity to round a corner and drop the phone into a trash can before picking up her speed. Up ahead was a bar she knew, which had a back outdoor area as well as the main barroom. That would pose an opportunity to lose the tail, assuming that whoever this was didn’t go overt and start gunning down everything that moved. Judging by the earlier attack, they wanted to take her out with a minimum of fanfare, although that had quickly gone sideways on them.
The doorway to the bar, El Pescador, was just a few more yards on her right. Music and laughter emanated in waves from within, and it sounded packed, which could work in her favor.
She slipped past a group of drinkers standing just inside and pushed through the mass of bodies, the rear outdoor area her target. A few jostled patrons shot her dirty looks as she pulled the new long-sleeved T-shirt over the one she was wearing. There was no point in making tracking her easy for her pursuers. She flipped the baseball cap onto a table and quickly pulled her hair into a ponytail, fishing a hair tie from her purse, the reassuring bulk of the silenced pistol brushing her knuckles. Within seconds, she was another woman – this one a serious college student on holiday.
Maya resisted the temptation to look back and see if her stalker had followed her into the bar, and instead pressed her way through the final five feet to the rear courtyard. There were fewer people outside, although she knew that within a few hours the entire establishment would be standing room only.
She looked around and spotted the area of the outdoor wall that had brought her to the bar – two bathrooms she remembered were in a brick enclosure that had open air over the commodes. Maya darted to the women’s room and locked the door, wasting no time in standing on the toilet seat and reaching to grab the lip of the wall.
Her injured hand screamed in protest as she pulled herself up and over, dropping silently into the alley before sprinting off. Whoever was chasing her was improvising now – there was clearly no plan other than to terminate her, and they were probably shorthanded since three of them had been neutralized at her shop.
A chunk of mortar tore off the façade next to her, and she heard the distinctive sound of a ricochet, so she increased to a flat-out run to put distance between herself and the shooter. Another shot missed by a wider margin – she dared a glance over her shoulder. The gunman was firing through the rear bathroom window, probably standing on the toilet to reach the aperture, which had iron bars on it to prevent break-ins. She didn’t want to waste any of her precious bullets, so she raced to the end of the long block rather than shooting back. A suppressed 9mm round would lose accuracy every yard she put between her and the gun. Given the distance, she liked her odds – which changed when she turned the corner into an even smaller street and confronted a running figure thirty yards away brandishing a pistol.
They must have been communicating, probably by radio or a private com channel.
The gunman hesitated for a split second, and Maya fired through her purse. Two of the rounds went wild, but the third connected, and he went down, shooting even as he dropped. She felt a tug at the bottom of her new shirt, and she saw a smoking hole in the loose folds around her waist. The bullet had missed her by no more than a centimeter, which was enough, but still too close.
Another round went wide as the shooter tried to hit her. Moving a few steps closer to him, she pulled the Beretta free of her purse, aimed carefully, and fired. The man jerked as his weapon rattled against the cobblestone, and then he lay still.
Maya approached cautiously, gun trained on his inert body, and when she reached him, she toed his gun out of reach. She noted that his Beretta was the twin of hers – then her legs swept from under her, and she was falling backward. The shooter had sweep-kicked her, and she hadn’t reacted in time, realizing her error even as she went with the momentum and rolled.
The pain from the impact shot up her side as she hit the hard street, but she ignored it and concentrated on maintaining her grip on her weapon even as she tried to get far enough from the downed man to avoid any more damage from him. Her wrist struck the ground and went numb for a split second, and she involuntarily dropped the pistol with a wince.
He kicked at her again, but she surprised him by launching herself at his face, leading with her elbow. She felt a satisfying connection with his jaw and heard his head smack against the street’s rough surface. She followed it up with another brutal downward blow with the same elbow and heard a crunch as his nose fragmented.
Her head snapped back and blinding pain shot up her jaw as his fist bashed into it, then she felt impossibly strong arms wrap around her upper torso, seeking a hold. She pivoted with his pull and rammed the heel of her damaged hand into his ruined nose, but he twisted at the last second, avoiding the lethal strike that would have ended his life. Maya instantly followed with an eye dig, ignoring her hand’s protest as she drove her fingernails into his corneas. This time he wasn’t quite fast enough, and he howled in anguish – the first noise either of them had made during the deadly contest.
The scream was cut off by her next strike: both palms slammed against his ears, instantly bursting his eardrums – an injury she knew caused unspeakable agony. His arms fell away from her as they groped for his head, and she completed her follow-through by slamming his skull against the pavement. The sickening crack confirmed that the fight was over, and he lay still, blood trickling into the gutter from underneath him.
She rolled away, rose to her knees, then stood and stepped to where his weapon lay. After she confirmed that it was the same as hers, she popped the magazine out and slipped the full one into her purse. There would be time to reload her gun once she had some breathing room.
Another figure peered around the corner of the building at the end of the block, the muzzle of his silenced pistol pointing in her direction – she instinctively reacted, whipping the magazine-less pistol at him and pulling the trigger.
The lone chambered round that remained in the gun discharged, and she watched as the side of his face blew off and his body collapsed back behind the building.
After dropping the empty gun, she scooped hers up and approached the latest attacker’s motionless form as she mulled her options. She could either keep running or stay and concentrate on taking out anyone else pursuing her. The momentary glimpse she’d gotten of the latest shooter hadn’t looked like the man who’d been following her, so there was at least one other out there. Maybe more.
She peered cautiously in the direction she’d come from, but the alley was empty. The gunman in the bar bathroom had likely elected to exit from the front entrance and loop around. That was valuable information. She could anticipate his approach.
Still watching the alley, she reached her throbbing hand down and quickly went through the fallen attacker’s pockets, noting the telltale smashed ear bud wedged under his head. State-of-the-art closed-loop com gear – as expected.
His weapon was another Beretta clone, so she exchanged the magazine for the one in her pistol and then melted into the darkness of a nearby doorway, prepared for the next attack.
Which never came.
She waited expectantly but nobody materialized. One minute, then two, and nothing.
From the opposite direction, she heard conversation in Spanish over shuffling footsteps. It sounded like three young men arguing about where to go next. Their evening would be ruined when they came across the corpses, but that wasn’t her problem.
She needed to get out of there, grab her pre-prepared escape kit, and disappear forever.
Maya eased from the gloom, quiet as a ghost, and edged into the night, the echoing voices of the young men following her down the street as she became one with the shadows.
 



Chapter 2
Sirens keened in the distance as she marked out an unobtrusive pace – just another local on her way home after a long day.
That she would wind up being hunted by the police was a given. The only question was how long it would take. If they had help, such as an anonymous call fingering her, it could be near instant. If they had to piece things together after finding the bodies at the café, she probably had a few hours.
But she couldn’t count on catching any breaks – she hadn’t yet. It was safest to assume the authorities would start looking for her any minute, which made getting to her escape kit priority number one.
Four blocks away, she turned and continued to the park – her destination an English pub owned by a woman she’d befriended shortly after arriving on the island, who had helped her find an apartment and put her in touch with many of the workers needed to finish out the internet café. Chloé was a French ex-pat in her early forties who had been through two husbands, was on number three, and had wound up living on Trinidad by accident, as many did. She’d come on vacation and fallen in love with the bar owner – Vincente, husband number three. They had a nice business carved out catering to islanders looking for something different. Four months after meeting her, Maya had asked Chloé to store a few boxes in her cellar.
The King’s Arms was slow this Friday night. Most of the action was down at the waterfront for Carnival, and there were only a few stalwart hard drinkers at the bar, and three fat Germans enjoying a loud argument in their native tongue over why nobody but Germans could brew decent beer. Maya spoke seven languages, but when she entered, she kept her understanding to herself, even as they made leering comments to one another at what they’d like to do with her.
Chloé was wiping down the bottles with a cloth.
Maya approached her with a smile.
Chloé frowned in return. “Sweetheart! What happened to you? What’s wrong with your hand?”
Maya knew she looked worse for wear. She glanced down at the bloody mess of paper towels she’d hastily wrapped around her wound, keenly aware of the bruising that must have been starting on her face.
“I’m such an idiot. I was trying to hang some new art, and it got away from me. I was using wire to suspend it, and it cut me when I fell off the chair I was standing on. I’m going to get stitches after I’m done here.”
“What? Stitches? Good Lord! Did you hit your head hard?” Chloé exclaimed, her mothering instinct surfacing.
“Hard enough, but my hand got most of the damage. It looks way worse than it is. It was so stupid using a swivel chair. Listen, Chloé, I need to get into the box I left with you. I’m sorry about the hour, but is there any way I can? I’ll only need a few minutes.”
“Are you crazy? Go and get that hand taken care of. The box can wait.”
“I know, I know, but I’m here now, and I have a few things I absolutely need to get.”
Chloé sighed her resignation. “If you say so. I can open up the cellar, but I’m single-handed so you’ll need to manage by yourself. Vincente is at Carnival with some friends. We expected it would be dead tonight. Everyone’s out in the streets.”
“I’ll only be five minutes. I know exactly what I’m looking for.”
“Cheri, you’re worrying me. The hospital will take hours to treat you. Let me make a phone call to a friend of mine – a doctor. A general practitioner, but he should be able to handle a few stitches. He lives above his offices. Only a few streets away.”
Maya considered the offer, balancing it against her sense of urgency. She’d need to take care of her hand eventually or risk being in a situation where it could incapacitate her.
“Oh, Chloé. Thank you so much. You’re the best friend ever. Really. I hate for you to go to the trouble…”
“Nonsense. I’ll open up for you and then make the call. Hopefully he’s not drunk yet.”
They walked together to the back, and she unlocked the door that led to the basement. Chloé switched on the light and pointed down the rickety wooden stairs.
“It’s right where you left it, at the back by the two scuba tanks.”
“I remember. Go take care of your customers. I’ll be back in no time.” Maya slipped by her and entered the dank space.
Chloé nodded and softly closed the door behind her.
Maya locked the deadbolt so she wouldn’t be disturbed and made straight for the box she’d left almost two years ago. It was still sealed with the original packing tape. She pulled it toward her and slit the tape with her keys, then reached in and lifted out a medium-sized aluminum suitcase designed for carry-on luggage. After thumbing the numbers on the latch dials, she flipped the levers, and they popped open with a snap.
Maya glanced up at the door and then began her inventory.
First came the Heckler & Koch MP7A1 machine pistol wrapped in oilcloth, followed by the sound suppressor. Then the four thirty-round magazines and three boxes of ammo. Next, a butterfly knife with a razor-sharp blade, and two hand grenades. A Ruger P95 9mm pistol with one extra magazine, and a stainless steel Super Tool.
Weapons spread on the floor, she reached in and extracted a heavy waterproof plastic bag. Inside were twenty thousand dollars in hundred dollar bills, a Belgian and a Nicaraguan passport in different names, matching driver’s licenses, a corporate credit card with an expiration date good for three more years in the name of Techno Globus SA that would allow her to access the account with a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in it from any ATM in the world. The final items were a first aid kit, hair dye and a handheld GPS resting on top of an empty Swiss slimline nylon backpack – virtually indestructible, with two compartments that were waterproof to five meters. After loading the magazines she repacked the box, replacing the locked suitcase before sliding it back into place next to the scuba tanks. She checked her watch then packed the weapons and documents in the backpack, amazed at how little room everything occupied. Maya felt much better now that she had her own guns and a couple of new identities in her hands.
In no time at all she was back at the bar, thanking Chloé again.
“See? I told you it wouldn’t take long.”
“I managed to get hold of my friend. He agreed to see you in ten minutes at his office. It’s next to the little café that serves those great croissants. Do you remember?”
“How can I forget? Thanks again, Chloé. I didn’t mean to disrupt your exciting evening with the boys,” Maya quipped, eyeing the inebriated Germans.
“As long as they pay, I’m happy. Do you need his address? His name’s Roberto. Not bad looking, either.”
“No, I can find it.”
Maya reached out her good arm and hugged Chloé, kissing her on the cheek.
“Ciao, sweetie. Good luck with the stitches, and call me if you need anything. I’ll be here till two,” Chloé said, still concerned.
“I will. Be good.”
The streets became more crowded as she wound her way back to the waterfront. The doctor’s office was five blocks from the shore – far enough for the rents to be drastically lower, but close enough to receive sick or hurt tourists. She found it with ease, and he was waiting at the door, holding it open.
“Doctor Roberto?”
“That’s me. And you must be Carla…” Carla was the name Maya used in Trinidad – her third alias, which was now blown.
She nodded.
“Come in. Let’s see what we have here.” He led her to the little examination room, which was already illuminated.
Maya repeated her story for him as he examined the wound. She winced as he probed it and flushed it out with antiseptic rinse.
“You’re very lucky. You missed the artery by a few millimeters. No tendons severed, so you should recover with no problems. You won’t be playing the piano this week, but apart from the pain, it’s not the end of the world.”
“That’s a relief.”
“I’ll give you something for the discomfort – you’ll need a few stitches.”
“No, I’m good. I have a high pain threshold. Just do your worst.”
He regarded her. “You sure?”
“No problem. Just sew me up, and let’s get it over with.”
Five minutes later, he was finished and had applied a proper dressing with a bandage and gauze wrap. She held it up and inspected it, nodding.
“Thanks so much for this. I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour. Really.”
“Any friend of Chloé’s is a friend of mine. Besides, you’re lucky you got me before I headed out. Which is my plan now.” He gave her another look and smiled. “Can I interest you in a cocktail on the water?”
After a little back and forth, she was able to extract herself graciously, begging off due to a headache – Roberto refused to accept any payment but insisted she take his cell number. If she hadn’t been running for her life, she might have even been interested in having a beer or two with him, but tonight wasn’t meant to be. She had to figure out how she was going to get off the island while she still could. It was only a matter of time before the police locked it down.
~ ~ ~
Maya paused a hundred yards from her apartment building, wary of surveillance. Further down the block, a dog barked – a pit bull that she knew from experience was mostly attitude. But the tone of the barking, strident and agitated, gave her pause – there was an unusual urgency to it.
The few cars in the neighborhood were dilapidated, beaten by time, their exteriors corroded by the salt air and decades of neglect. She didn’t see any unfamiliar vehicles, so if her pursuers knew where she lived, they weren’t mounting a watch from the road.
A few porch lamps provided scant illumination, the street lights long ago having burned out, the city’s promises of replacement as hollow as most of the other assurances of change. She moved cautiously in the shadows, senses on alert. There was still at least the one man from the bar out there somewhere, and quite possibly more, although the number sent to terminate one target would likely be low, and her adversaries might continue to underestimate her.
Circling the block, she didn’t see anything suspicious. Maya always paid for the apartment in cash every month, no lease, so there was no way to track her to it short of following her, which she almost surely would have detected. Even if she was a little rusty, she still had the sixth sense for being watched that she’d honed. Many of the better field operatives developed it over time, and she had been the best.
On second approach, she came in from the back of the complex, having climbed over a wall separating the garbage area from the neighbor. Her second floor apartment was dark, and there was no sign that anyone had been there. No watchers in the trees, no suspicious loitering figures.
A black and white cat tore across her path with a hiss. Startled, she whipped out the pistol before registering what it was. Seeing its furry form scurry away, she took several deep breaths to slow the pulse pounding in her ears back to normal.
Maybe she was more than a little rusty.
In the old days, none of this would have raised her heart rate above eighty.
As she took another few silent steps, she caught movement on the periphery of her vision. The glint of something by the parking area. Maybe a watch. She peered into the gloom, eyes searching, but she didn’t see anything more.
It didn’t matter.
It was enough.
Someone was there.
The gunfire came with no warning. She rolled behind a low cinderblock wall, listening to the rapid-fire cracking of the silenced pistol some forty yards away.
The slugs slammed harmlessly against the concrete. The dark had helped her. Just enough. She’d caught a break at last. Now the question was whether to fight or run.
Her instinct was to fight, but she had no information about her attackers, which placed her at a distinct disadvantage.
She emptied seven shots at what she guessed was the shooter’s position and sprinted for the back of the building, weaving as she ran. It was dark enough and with sufficient cover, so she wasn’t worried. The gunman had probably been waiting for her to go into the apartment, having planned to take her there – if he hadn’t wired it with explosives already. Or there was someone inside waiting patiently for her to make the last mistake of her life.
Moments later, Maya was over the wall and snaking across the property. She didn’t hear any more shots, so her pursuer was probably wasting a few precious seconds debating what to do – seconds that would be the difference between escape and death.
She ran efficiently, effortlessly, with an economy that spoke to endurance. If necessary, she could keep up a good pace for an hour. Every morning she did so, part of her routine.
A bullet grazed her shoulder, burning as it seared a groove across her deltoid muscle – she abruptly cut between two small houses. As Maya regained her breath, she heard the arrival of a car motor and the squeal of poorly maintained brakes, followed by the distinctive sound of two doors slamming. Another car revved, and tires squealed.
She vaulted over a fence, barely slowing for it, and cut back, returning the way she’d come, but three houses down from where she’d heard the car. That would be the last thing they’d expect – her doubling back.
Three slugs struck the wall behind her.
She saw the flash from a vehicle sixty yards away – a black sedan, all of its windows down. Ducking, she emptied the silenced pistol at it as she scrambled for cover. A round whistled by her head, so she threw herself behind a brick garbage enclosure.
Enough of this shit.
She slipped off the backpack, unzipped it, then gripped the handle of the MP7 and pulled it free. Another round thumped into the brick as she methodically screwed the sound suppressor into place, and then she slipped the extra magazines into her back pockets before dropping the pistol into the backpack and pulling it back on.
Maya rolled from the cover of the structure, took aim, then fired a slew of two-round bursts into the sedan. The submachine gun’s armor-piercing bullets sliced through the doors like they were warm butter; the horn sounded as the driver’s head smashed forward against the steering wheel. The shooting from the car stopped.
A dark Ford Explorer screeched around the corner and raced directly at her. She could see a figure leaning out of the passenger side window with a pistol, and she didn’t hesitate to use the MP7’s superior range. She flipped the weapon to full auto and emptied the gun into the SUV. Without taking her eyes off the Explorer as it bore down on her, she ejected the spent magazine and slammed another one home, then continued firing burst after burst at close range. The gunman fell back into the cab with a grunt, and his pistol clattered to the ground.
The vehicle slowed, then veered away from her before bouncing onto the sidewalk and crashing into a parked Mitsubishi. Maya emptied the rest of the second magazine at it and slapped the third into place.
A light illuminated in the house behind the vehicle.
The bullet-riddled SUV showed no signs of life.
She listened intently for any more cars but couldn’t discern much over the din of the dead sedan’s horn, which was still blaring.
A porch light went on in another nearby home. Glancing around, Maya spun and ran as fast as her legs would carry her, reversing her direction to take her farther from her apartment.
At the end of the block, she stopped and unscrewed the suppressor, then stowed the weapon back in the bag. No point in terrifying everyone she came across.
She kept moving until, two blocks away from the gun battle, she saw a solitary headlight bouncing toward her. A motor scooter whined its way down the little street, moving along at no more than twenty miles per hour. Maya stopped and waved until it slowed and then rolled to a stop. A young man looked her up and down in the faint lighting.
Maya threw him a luminescent smile. “Hey. Are you going to the party by the water? My ankle’s hurting…”
He returned the smile. “Sure. Hop on. I’m Kyle.”
“Nice to meet you, Kyle. Veronique.”
She put her arms around him and they sped off. Her pursuers, and the police, if they were now part of her problems, would be looking for a single woman, not a couple on a motorbike.
Maya removed her left arm from his waist and felt the bullet graze on her shoulder. Her hand came away with blood on it, but she could tell it was only a flesh wound. Still, she had the problem of how to conceal it – she’d hoped by now it would have stopped bleeding.
A block from the beach Kyle eased to a stop to avoid a swarm of drunken pedestrians, and she abruptly hopped off the back.
“Thanks, Kyle. See you around,” she said, vanishing into the crowd as he tried to process what had just happened.
Maya ducked into the first trinket shop she came to and bought a black T-shirt with a PADI symbol on the front, tossing payment at the bored shopkeeper before dashing out. She slipped into a grimy space between two buildings, pulled off her bloody long-sleeved shirt and dropped it into the gutter before pulling on the new one. The bleeding from her shoulder had finally slowed, and the shirt’s dark color would mask any leakage. She reached into her purse and retrieved one of the gauze pads Roberto had given her, then stuck it up the sleeve and onto the graze.
That was all she could do for now. She checked the time and saw that it was already ten thirty. The ferries had stopped running, and the airport would be a non-starter. The corpses would result in a full-court press by the police, and even the controlled chaos of a big weekend like Carnival wouldn’t be enough cover. That left two choices – either find someplace remote to hide for at least a day or two, or steal a boat tonight and try to make it to the Venezuelan mainland.
She didn’t like her prospects hiding. The shootings would be the biggest news to hit the island in years, so even the normally relaxed locals would be scared, shocked, and on high alert. And once they put her identity together with the bodies at the café…
Her picture would be everywhere. All the authorities had was her passport photo, which now looked almost nothing like her – in the picture, she had shorter auburn hair parted on the side, with blond highlights along the front, whereas now it was her natural black color and three years longer – but she could only change her face so much.
She was going to have to find a boat.
Several marinas dotted the stretch of shore nearest Venezuela, just west of Port of Spain. The good news was that the whole town went a little crazy during Carnival so security was likely to be lax. Anyone working would be wishing they had the night off so they could enjoy the show, not watching for boat thieves.
She fished the feathered mask out of her purse and donned it, then glided back into the mass of celebrants, this time just another anonymous merrymaker enjoying the festivities. The volume of the music had increased, as had the beat, the intensity matching the growing atmosphere of capricious mayhem that was spilling onto the streets. A woman in a beaded dress wearing an elaborate headdress danced by, her hips performing impossible undulations to the island rhythms, while a group of younger girls giggled as they watched a trio of tough-looking youths eyeing them from the other side of the road.
A hand nudged her purse, and she grabbed it, simultaneously twisting as she flicked open her butterfly knife. A wide-eyed islander found himself with the razor-sharp blade at his throat; the heavy scent of fear and sweat and coconut rum assaulted her with each of his panicked exhalations. He backed off, hands raised, muttering that it was a mistake.
Maya lowered the knife and flipped it closed with a lightning motion. Petty thieves were a constant during street festivals like this. She’d have to be more careful. She’d been so busy formulating her plan and watching for potential killers that she hadn’t factored in the local predatory hazards. That couldn’t happen again.
Several streets from the main drag, she flagged down a taxi and told the surly driver to take her to the marina by the yacht club. He grunted assent and crunched the old car into gear, growling a fee that was double what it should have been. She didn’t complain. The marina was in one of the ritzier neighborhoods, and he probably felt there should be a premium.
As he dropped her off a quarter block from the empty parking lot, a warm breeze was wafting from Venezuela, less than twenty miles away. It smelled of the sea and heavy jungle, the vegetation blending with the salt air in a way unique to that stretch of coast. Down at the water, the powerboats rocked gently at the docks, pulling lazily on their creaking lines. The yacht club itself was dark, closed for the night.
A security guard lounged on a folding chair near the main gate, laughing with a woman who was telling a story in the island patois, its musical lilt as distinctive as a primary color. A tinny, calypso rhythm refrained from a portable stereo near the guard shack, the light wind seasoned with the pungent scent of marijuana.
The woman took a swig from a bottle and passed it to the uniformed man, who made an unintelligible comment, laughed, and drank deep. This encounter obviously had a destination before the evening was over, and Maya guessed that the couple would either retreat to the security room for a little privacy, or move to a vacant boat. Such things were not unknown when the trade winds blew.
She checked the time impatiently, resigned herself to waiting, and retreated into a dark recess where she could keep an eye on them.
A disgruntled gull shot her a glum look, annoyed at having its roost intruded on by her presence, and then stalked away before taking up position near a boulder by the shore. Other than the din drifting from the town’s nightlife and the pulsing steel drums on the radio, the water was quiet, and she could make out lights of a few slow-moving sailboats coming in to a nearby bay to anchor.
Forty minutes later, Maya’s chance came in the form of an empty bottle. The guard took his companion by the hand and pulled her toward the security office, her resistance purely obligatory judging by the speed with which her objections turned into peals of inebriated laughter. The door slammed shut, and within a few long moments, the blinds dropped and the lights went out.
Maya didn’t wait to time the couple. She sidled past the office window, crouched out of sight, and made her way down to the main dock entrance. Finding it locked, she climbed around the barbed wire mounted to the sides of the gate, swinging easily past the barricade.
At the mooring closest to the breakwater, she saw what she was hoping for – a well-maintained thirty-two-foot Intrepid sports cruiser with a pair of big Mercury outboard motors. It was low to the water and looked fast, used as a dive boat, judging by the equipment on board – tank racks, plentiful rear deck area and decent electronics. She ducked under the center console and located the ignition wires. After a couple of tries, the engines burbled to life.
She moved carefully around the deck, untying the lines, and within ninety seconds was pulling out of the marina. A yell followed her from the shore, and Maya hastily looked back at the main building. The guard was running toward the gate, his shirt hanging open and one hand holding up his pants, the other gesticulating wildly. She’d hoped that the sound of the engines wouldn’t alert him, but apparently that wasn’t to be the case, which meant she’d need to run flat-out in order to outpace the patrol boats that cruised the channel day and night.
Maya powered the radio on and, once clear of the breakwater, pushed the throttles open. The boat leapt forward, eagerly slicing through the gentle rolling swells. She didn’t illuminate the running lamps, preferring to pilot by the glow of the moon. She could just make out the distant shore of Venezuela, and didn’t think she’d need much else.
A few minutes later, the radio crackled to life, and she heard an alert go out to the police boats. After a brief pause, one responded and gave his location as only two miles east of the marina. She leaned against the wheel and edged the throttles three-quarters forward and watched as the speed gauge blew through forty knots, the motors roaring like a jet on takeoff. Scanning the instruments, she fiddled with the radar. After a few flickers the small screen glowed green. She punched buttons, increasing the range to eight miles. The boats on the water lit up as blips, one of which was moving directly at her.
She looked over her shoulder and spotted the flashing lights of a patrol boat in the distance off her port side. A quick glance at the radar and an adjustment confirmed she was now hurtling toward Venezuela at roughly forty-three knots. The likelihood was slim that whatever the police boat had under the hood would be able to overtake her. The only real problem she could think of would be if the Venezuelan navy had a ship in the area and sent it to intercept her, or if the police could get a helicopter scrambled in the next twenty minutes – doubtful at such a late hour, with the island on holiday footing.
The radio blared a burst of static, and a deep baritone voice came over the channel.
“Attention. Stolen boat Courvoisier. This is the Trinidad police. We have you on radar. Shut down your engines. Now. Repeat. Shut down your engines. We are armed and will fire if you don’t immediately comply.”
They were probably broadcasting across all channels.
But what were the chances they would shoot? Not very high, she decided. That had probably been a bluff. Besides, at a range of almost a mile and a half, there was little likelihood they would be able to hit anything, even if they had a fifty-caliber machine gun onboard. She knew from experience that their effective range was seventeen hundred yards – about one mile. At two thousand yards, accuracy dropped off. Past that and, while it might still be dangerous at over three thousand yards, there was slim chance of hitting much at night from a moving boat shooting at another fast-moving target – especially in a relatively crowded sea lane.
A metallic voice hailed over the water on the patrol craft’s public address system. She could barely make it out over the engines. It repeated the same message, warning her to stop or they would fire at her. She peered at the radar and saw another blip heading at her from the northwest, coming from La Retraite. No doubt a second patrol boat. Two miles away.
The radio and loudspeaker message sounded again, and she goosed the throttle more. Forty-four knots. No way would the patrol boats be able to catch up to her at that speed.
The water fifty yards in front of her boiled where a burst of fifty-caliber rounds struck the surface, and she heard the rapid-fire booming of the big gun in the distance.
So much for not shooting. That was a warning shot. But the next one might not be.
The police were no doubt in panic mode as calls reporting the shootings had poured in. On a relatively peaceful island like Trinidad, the unprecedented violence had to have unnerved them.
She jammed the throttles all the way forward, and the speed gauge climbed to fifty knots. The water was nearly flat because the island sheltered the shipping lane so she had no problems, but she knew that could end at any time. She cranked the wheel to starboard and cut west, moving toward a slow-cruising sailboat an eighth of a mile away. She could dodge between the boats and the nearby islands until she was completely out of range of the big gun. At fifty knots, she figured that would take five minutes, tops.
The radio warned that the shots across her bow would not be repeated – the next ones would be aimed directly at her. She reached over and turned the volume down.
The Intrepid streaked past the sailboat, and she adjusted her course again, putting the meandering vessel between her and the first patrol boat. The second one was moving somewhat slower and was farther away, so posed no threat, unlike the one with the trigger-happy shooter aboard.
Up ahead loomed a larger ship – commercial, judging by its size. She again cut dangerously close without letting up on speed and saw that it was a private motor yacht, at least a hundred feet long. That would provide even more effective cover.
Now the speedo read fifty-one knots. The engines were redlining, but the temp gauges looked okay, so she kept the throttles firewalled.
There was no more shooting. Her strategy had worked. Cooler heads had prevailed, and the proximity of other craft had acted as a disincentive. Nobody wanted to be the one to blow a bystander’s head off to recover a stolen boat, no matter how excited they were in the heat of the moment.
Watching the blip that represented the patrol boat, she saw that she was pulling steadily away from it and now had almost two and a half miles of distance. She estimated that the pursuit craft was topping out at just under forty knots, which was still very fast, but no match for hers. The second patrol boat appeared to be moving at around thirty-six knots, so either it had a dirty bottom, or different props, or full tanks. Whatever the case, neither would be able to get close enough to pose any further threat. At her current speed, she would be off the Venezuelan coast within no more than ten minutes, and there was a better than good chance that the Trinidad patrol boats would abandon the chase once she was in Venezuelan waters – no one would want an international incident over a stolen pleasure cruiser.
She engaged the autopilot and felt the steering stiffen. The system was intuitive – on and off buttons, with a dial to set direction. Another glance at the radar told her there was now nothing between her and Venezuela, so she moved forward and blew the cuddy cabin lock off with her pistol. Inside, she ferreted around for a few minutes, and then emerged with a dive bag in her hand.
To her surprise, the patrol boat kept coming. Worse, when she panned the radar out to sixteen miles, she saw that a large shape was steaming in her direction from Venezuelan territory, approaching from the south. It didn’t look like it would get close in time to stop her, but the water was getting too crowded for her liking, and if it was a navy ship, it could well fire on her from a considerable range with its deck guns, and she’d be a sitting duck.
After entering the channel between Isla de Patos and the Venezuelan mainland, she slowed the boat to fifteen knots and emptied her backpack. She hated to leave her weapons, but it wouldn’t be a good idea to be searched in Venezuela and have to explain a machine gun. She took her shoes off and put them into the bag, wedged with the money, documents and GPS, and sealed it carefully. After one more glance at the patrol boat in the distance, she slipped her arms through the backpack straps and opened the bilge hatches. Two emergency five-gallon gas tanks sat strapped in place on the deck. She took one and emptied it into the bilge. The stink of raw fuel filled the cockpit as she moved to the radio and lifted the microphone to her mouth, shifting her voice an octave lower than her normal speaking range, holding it away from her mouth so the engines would further garble the sound. With any luck, it would sound like a panicked young man.
“Mayday. Mayday. My gas tank is leaking. A bullet must have punctured it. Oh my God…”
She dropped the mike onto the deck and switched the radio off. Then, gauging her timing, she pulled the pins on both the grenades, dropped them into the bilge, and dived off the transom into the wake, the swimming fins and snorkel she’d found below clenched firmly in her good hand.
The Intrepid continued for sixty yards before exploding in a fireball, lighting up the night as the remaining fuel detonated. Maya felt a surge of heat on her face. She pulled on the swim fins and put the snorkel in her mouth as she watched the crippled boat burn to the waterline and sink into the depths.
Her hand stung from the salt water, as did her shoulder – nothing she couldn’t handle, and in March, the sea temperature was in the low eighties, which was ideal. She quickly guesstimated that she would need to swim six miles to get to shore. With the fins, and in no particular hurry, she could do that standing on her head.
Maya began pulling for the glimmering lights of what appeared to be a small fishing village in the distance, using a smooth, measured stroke, the fins a considerable help in propelling her along. By the time either the Venezuelans or the Trinidad patrol made it to where the boat had exploded, she would be miles away.
Three hours later, she pulled herself up onto a deserted beach a quarter mile west of the little village of Macuro. She cut a solitary figure as she peered out to sea, where in the distance, the spotlights of the naval ship pierced the night, no doubt in position where the Intrepid had sunk. The moon seemed brighter as she stood panting in its eerie glow, dripping salt water onto the sand. She surveyed the few lights on in the sleeping fishing hamlet and decided to wait until morning before making her way in to either catch a bus or hire a local skiff to take her to a larger town.
The warm wind tousled her damp hair as she gazed at the horizon, turning the same thoughts over in her mind that had occupied her for most of the swim.
How had they found her, and who were they? And why were they trying to kill her? Nobody knew that she was still alive. She’d covered her tracks.
She was long dead, the life she’d lived dead as well.
Except it wasn’t.
Somehow, some way, her past had caught up with her.
She ran her fingers through her hair, brushing away the salt and sand, and closed her eyes. Only a select few had ever known her real name was Maya. Everyone else had known her by her operational name, which was the way she liked it. Long ago, Maya had morphed into something deadly, something awe-inspiring, and she’d left her true identity behind when she’d assumed the code name Jet – the name of a clandestine operative the likes of which the world had never seen. And ultimately, she’d left her Jet identity dead off another coast three years ago, on the far side of the planet, finished with the covert life she’d led and everything that had gone with it.
Jet had been the polar opposite of her donor, Maya, and had never found any use for her weaknesses, no room for her softness, her compassion. Jet was lethality incarnate, the swift hand of vengeance, a deadly visitation from which there was no escape. She was a ghost, untouchable, the reaper, a killing machine revered in hushed tones even in her own elite circle.
And now Jet was back in the land of the living, the beast awakened. Whoever wanted her dead had loosed a primal force of nature that was unstoppable, and as much as Maya had tried to leave Jet behind, the only way she could see any future at all was to become that which she had buried forever.
Jet slowly reopened her eyes, seeing the world as if for the first time, the warm breeze caressing her exotic features like a lover. She inhaled deeply the sweet air, turned, and then padded across the powdery sand to a spot where she could rest until morning.
Dawn would break soon enough.
And there would be work to do.
 



Chapter 3
The frigid Moscow wind sent a flurry of snow slanting at the beleaguered inhabitants as they struggled down the sidewalks on their way to dinner. The stink of poorly combusted exhaust soured the air over the city, belched out by the battered Soviet-era Lada sedans that clattered along next to spanking new Mercedes cruisers. Nowhere was the disparity between rich and poor more evident than on the clogged streets of this unlikely metropolis, where the ruling elite were transported in luxury while the rank and file trudged through the sleet.
Mikhail Grigenko stood looking out over what was more or less his city, his massive villa in the Kuznetskiy Bridge neighborhood better guarded than the Kremlin, its window glass bulletproof, and all of the homes on its walled grounds’ periphery also owned by him and occupied by his security detail. Infrared cameras, laser optics and the latest technological innovations protected him from a world filled with rivals, enemies and recalcitrant malcontents.
Exhaling noisily, part sigh, part groan, Grigenko moved from the window to the antique table in the corner, where a bottle of Iordanov Vodka complemented three crystal tumblers and a heavy ashtray. After ripping a rectangle into a pack of Marlboro reds, he shook out a cigarette and tapped one end on the tabletop. He studied it and then blew on the cigarette’s filter prior to putting it in his mouth – a superstitious tick from his youth, when he’d been told by a friend that it was the stray microscopic synthetic fibers on the filter that did most of the damage. He poured three fingers of vodka into one of the glasses, lit the Marlboro with a gold ST Dupont lighter and drew the rich smoke deep into his lungs before blowing a blue-gray stream at the oblivious ceiling.
He raised the glass to his lips and sipped the vodka – one of his favorites – even if it was marketed for women. Something about the flavor. Nobody would dare question his preferences in anything, so he didn’t really care about the branding – he was buying what was in the bottle.
Grigenko paused to savor the taste of the clear, pungent fluid, appreciating the burn as it trickled down his throat. After another drag of smoke, he turned and retired to the brown leather sectional he’d had specially built with additional lumbar support for his aching back. Such luxuries were perquisite for one of the most powerful and wealthy men in Russia. His empire spanned the globe with a web of companies, most of them concentrated near home, but some in obscure, far-flung reaches. An oligarch who operated at the highest levels of the administration, his ex-KGB background had ensured his good fortune once the wall came down. Everyone running the country was ex-KGB, and the plum opportunities had landed in the laps of a rarified club, of which he was a proud member.
He stabbed a button on a remote, and one section of the wood-paneled wall slid aside, revealing a seventy-five-inch flat screen television. His finger hovered over the power button, hesitating. Why torture himself?
Because it was time.
He powered the system on, and the LCD flickered to life.
Grainy static appeared, then a fixed image of a driveway, with a slight fishbowl effect from lens distortion, filled the screen. The color footage was clear – amazingly so. The very latest technology camera had filmed it, no expense spared.
There was no sound. At the far edge of the field of vision, he saw motion, a man falling backward into the view, fifty yards away from the camera, which was mounted at a high elevation, perhaps fourteen feet off the ground. The rusty spray of the man’s blood was plainly visible in the night’s lighting if one paused and enlarged that area, Grigenko knew, but he saw no point in doing so again. He could manipulate the images as much as he wanted, enhancing the luminescence, zooming to the point where he could read the numbers on a key. He had done it all, and then some. He knew everything there was to find.
Then he saw it. There. As he had seen hundreds of times before. A blur of motion. A figure, all in black, moving with unexpected speed and agility. One moment, the area was empty, the next a streak of movement as the figure sped to the rear entrance underneath the camera. A second later, the stream went back to static.
Then the final scene of the familiar drama, the one that Grigenko savored like a fine wine. He had watched it at least a thousand times. Yet another view, this one a hallway, the camera hidden in a molding, he’d been told later. Same incredible resolution.
An interior door. Stationary. Old looking, the joinery and carvings distinctly antique. A time code played along the bottom, counting off tenths of seconds.
The door opened, and a black-clad figure stepped out, blood smeared plainly across its torso, the head cloaked in a balaclava, features hidden by the black fabric – except for the eyes. The figure moved stealthily, softly, footsteps precise, a pistol gripped in one hand.
And then it happened.
The figure looked up at the camera.
For a brief instant, less than a heartbeat, a nano-second, the lens peered into the figure’s soul even as it gazed blankly at something it didn’t know was there. He had been told that the clandestine camera was so skillfully hidden that nobody could have recognized it – incorporated into the ornately fabricated molding that ringed the ceiling of the hall. But every time he saw that piece of footage, he felt like the figure was staring at him, with full understanding that he was watching. An illusion, he understood. Impossible. And yet he was always struck by the same sensation. He felt compelled to stop the show at that point, freezing the image of the watched, watching the watcher. Even if paused, when most footage would have gotten blurrier, this was such high digital resolution that he could enlarge it until he was an inch off the eye’s surface without visible degradation.
The moment stretched uneasily as Grigenko studied the figure, searching for something he’d missed, something he hadn’t seen. As he always did, he eventually pushed ‘play’, his scrutiny having revealed nothing new.
Then it was over. The figure moved out of the frame, leaving only bloody boot prints on the richly carpeted floor.
Grigenko swallowed the remainder of his drink as the screen went black, the montage finished. He raised himself from the couch with a lurch and walked back to the table and the bottle.
It would be another long night if he allowed himself to perpetuate this, he knew from harsh experience. Still, knowing and doing were two different things. He poured himself a healthy soak of vodka, fished another cigarette from the pack, and returned to his seat.
Later, he would stagger to his ornately appointed bedroom where his latest conquest, a seventeen-year-old Bolshoi ballet sensation, waited patiently for his advances. Irena could soothe the brutalized animal in him like nobody he’d ever met, which made her both irresistible and dangerous. She had a power over him he feared for its intensity – he couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted someone like he wanted her. It was like a disease. A sickness; an addiction.
Still, he had chosen to watch his little movie instead of availing himself of her passionate charms. For the moment, anyway.
He settled back down and picked up the remote, cueing the playback to start at the beginning again, taking another burning swallow as the screen flickered to life, the phantom that tormented him shimmering on the wall in a kabuki dance that transfixed him every time he watched it, jaw clenching unconsciously, teeth grinding with barely controlled rage.
 



Chapter 4
Three Years Ago, Belize, Central America
The chopper’s blades sliced through the damp atmosphere, thumping a hypnotic beat as the aircraft hovered fifteen hundred feet above the jungle treetops north of Spanish Lookout. The five passengers gazed through the windows at the topography below – referring to their bound reports, making discreet notes in the borders, exchanging glances before returning to their study of the land.
The pilot was flying in a methodical grid pattern so that the group could better appreciate the area in which they’d spent the last six months. Professor Calvin Reynolds, a rail-thin man with a largely bald head and round, steel-rimmed spectacles, pointed to a small clearing in the distance.
“There’s A-7. Looks pretty remote from this far up, doesn’t it?”
They slowly drifted toward the site, climbing another few hundred feet in an effort to find calmer air – the heat rising from the earth was creating unpredictable updrafts, resulting in an uncomfortable ride, and the pilot was sensitive to providing as pleasant a trip as possible.
A swarthy, heavyset man wiped his neck with a red bandana and shifted uncomfortably in his seat, obviously ill at ease. The occasional turbulence from thermal drafts wasn’t helping; every time the helicopter jolted, he clutched the sides of his seat with a hawkish grip. He hated flying, but especially hated helicopters. He’d read about their aerodynamics, or rather their lack of them. As far as he was concerned, they were death traps – a conviction that Reynolds ribbed him about mercilessly.
“It looks that way because it’s in the middle of nowhere. I don’t care if I never see the place again, frankly,” he declared in a tone of disgust.
Oscar Valenzuela was a highly competent geologist with over twenty-five years of experience in Central America, but one of his personality quirks was that he complained incessantly about everything. His colleagues had long ago grown used to it, but not so his first and second wives, who eventually couldn’t stomach his worldview and moved on to more palatable possibilities. Oscar threw the pilot an evil glare, as though the turbulence was a personal slight, and swallowed with difficulty, his complexion decidedly pasty.
Professor Reynolds gifted him a humorless grin. “You know as well as I do that we’ll probably be spending a lot more time here,” he said, with a condescending nod of his sunburned head.
“Just my luck. Filthy place. Bugs the size of buses. Malaria, dengue, yellow fever, typhoid–”
“And those are the positives,” Reynolds reflected.
Another jolt hit the cabin as they encountered more bumpy air, causing Oscar’s sweating to intensify. He was preparing to complain about the heat and the roughness of the ride when a loud beeping sounded from the cockpit. The pilot fought with the controls, and then leaned forward and tapped on one of the gauges. The helicopter shuddered as the motor stuttered, then it resumed purring as it had for the last forty-five minutes, the strident screeching of the failure warning dying abruptly.
Oscar’s eyes were now saucers of panic.
“Wha…what the hell was that? What’s wrong?” he demanded in a shrill voice a full octave higher than normal.
The pilot was turning to address him when the alarm clamored again, but this time the vibration intensified before a grinding sound tore through the cabin. Another louder alarm began howling as the rotor stopped turning.
Oscar’s stomach lurched into his throat as the helicopter stalled. The screams of horror and panic around him battled with the din of the engine failure alarms – his worst living nightmare playing out in real time. The drop began gradually for a quarter second and then accelerated like a runaway elevator, freefalling into the embrace of gravity. All Oscar had time to think was “Oh, God – no, no, no…”
The explosion from the chopper plowing into the earth was audible fifteen miles away in Spanish Lookout, and the plume of smoke from the wreckage was visible all the way to the Mexican border. By the time rescue craft mobilized and made it from Belize City, the flames had exhausted themselves, and all that was left was the charred skeleton of the frame.
 



Chapter 5
Four Years Ago, Chechnya, Russian Federation
Jet steered the maroon Lada Kalina to the roadside and stopped to check her GPS coordinates. She was outside of Grozny, on a minor artery that ran south to Alkahn-Yurt, a quarter mile from the target, and there was no traffic at a little past midnight on a Tuesday. Even so, she didn’t dally, and inched the small vehicle back onto the pavement before pulling onto a side road a hundred yards farther up – a farm access-way, according to her study of the satellite images.
Once out of the city, the surroundings quickly became rural, with large crop fields separating the farmhouses that punctuated the landscape. It was a quiet region where neighbors kept to themselves and didn’t poke their noses into the business of others. Everyone would be asleep by now in the nearby homes, few as they were, as tomorrow would bring another twelve-hour stint in the fields, commencing at daybreak.
She killed the headlights and engine, and exited the hatchback, moving to the rear compartment to secure her backpack and weapons. As was her custom, she had loosened the interior bulb and the brake lights so they wouldn’t alert anyone to her presence – particularly valuable if she had to run dark once the operation was over and she was making her getaway.
The PP-19 Bizon submachine gun she pulled from a duffle in the back was a Russian weapon, as was the compact PSS pistol, capable of delivering six shots in nearly complete silence; one of the true feats of Soviet ingenuity – the Mossad had gotten their hands on three almost a decade before to reverse engineer for their own purposes. One of the pilfered weapons had been sacrificed to Jet for this mission. The PSS used a special subsonic cartridge with an internal piston that blocked the escape of the explosive gasses that made noise; it was as close to a silent killing firearm ever developed.
A complement of throwing knives, as well as her main blade, were of Russian paratrooper stock. All of her clothes, weapons and ammunition had been sourced in Moscow, so in the event she was captured or killed, the trail would end in Russia – standard procedure for this kind of assignment. The night vision goggles she slid on were the only non-Russian device – a consumer type readily available anywhere online, so foreign manufacture signified nothing.
Jet slid her arms through the backpack straps and hoisted the Bizon before taking off at a trot into the brush. She knew all about the motion detectors on the outside of the compound and was carrying countermeasures that would neutralize them. Beyond that, this was a straightforward sanction – the target was verified at the location as of this evening, the security detail had been watched for weeks and its schedule was well understood, and nobody at the site was expecting anything. She had performed dozens missions like it – rescue operations, assassinations, diversionary drills. The essentials were always the same. Get in and out with a minimum of fuss, achieve the objective, and live to fight another day.
Unlike many of her peers, she didn’t work with an entourage unless it was absolutely necessary. In this case, she had argued convincingly that she could easily handle the operation on her own. Her control officer had disliked the idea, but ultimately acquiesced. Given her track record, what Jet wanted, she generally got.
She had been operational now for four and a half years, which was forever in her specialized niche of intelligence work.
Intelligence work. That was a nice way of saying government-sponsored murder and mayhem. Be that as it may, she was the very best at her job and had become a whispered legend in the Mossad. Even during her training, after being recruited from the army following her mandatory stint, she’d been a standout. One of the instructors had confided in her at the end that she had easily been the most adept student he’d ever trained – a natural, with uncanny talents.
That hadn’t surprised her. She’d discovered while in the military that extensive discipline and a rigorous regimen of physical demand was the perfect antidote for the seething fury that had boiled inside of her since childhood. She’d been an angry and confused six-year-old following the death of her parents in that tragic car accident, but then when her foster father had betrayed her and begun to…
She had tried to channel her rage and hurt by studying martial arts and spending most of her free time at a dojo run by one of her counselors in Tel Aviv, but that hadn’t filled the hole in her soul. Neither had the almost obsessive study of languages, mastering a new one every year. No, the pain and outrage had no outlet until she’d joined the military, and it had translated into a fearlessness and ability to execute that knew no equal. Mossad recruiters had been alerted, and after poring over every aspect of her background, decided she was perfect for the experimental new group they were assembling.
Everyone selected had several things in common. No family. No real friends. No husbands or wives; nobody close. Emotional detachment and fluid sense of morality. And nearly superhuman reflexes and skills with weapons.
Jet never knew how many were approached, or how many went into the program only to falter during the brutal and uncompromising training. She had been trained alone. Though she’d seen a few others coming and going, Jet had been kept in a separate area, segregated except for her three instructors. At one point, one of them had explained that the isolation was for her safety; nobody knew who was on the team except for those who’d made the grade and had to work together, and the man assigned to act as its control – a man known only to the team by the code name Ariel. Jet didn’t even get to meet him until she’d been approved in the final weeks before her specialized training ended. She’d been surprised to find that he was relatively young – no more than his mid-thirties – and extremely intense. Brooding would have been a description that would have fitted perfectly.
She snapped back to the present. There was nothing to be gained doing a trip down memory lane. She needed to focus.
Her footfalls crunched on the dry twigs, and she slowed as her GPS indicated she was getting close to the compound. With any luck, the mission would be over within fifteen minutes from the time she deactivated the first motion detector. Maybe less. There were twelve sentries guarding the target, but they worked split shifts, so she only needed to contend with six. The others would be neutralized in their sleeping quarters, using gas. The two small aluminum canisters were wrapped in neoprene sheaths to protect them on approach.
The compound’s lights were visible from several hundred yards, even through the dense vegetation. She’d been following a trail the advance surveillance group had told her ran near the property. She paused in the underbrush to flip her night vision goggles out of her field of vision and brushed a bead of moisture off her forehead. There were a few other minor loose ends to attend to, but it was almost showtime, and her first piece of business was to render the motion detectors useless.
~ ~ ~
The guard never knew what hit him – a throwing knife penetrated his ribcage from behind, piercing his heart, the neurotoxin on the blade instantly paralyzing him even as life ebbed from his body. Jet knew there were four sentries outside and two inside, and her strategy was to take out the exterior guards silently.
She moved like a wraith, nearly invisible in the shadows. The second guard would be rounding the building within one minute – the Mossad watchers had confirmed the security detail was on a tight timetable with its patrols, a throwback to the highly disciplined training the men had received in the Russian special forces – Spetsnaz GRU, the most elite of the elite.
The little PSS pistol popped, driving a 7.62mm bullet through the second guard’s throat. He crumpled to the ground, his weapon dropping soundlessly on the grass beneath him.
Jet crouched by his motionless form, confirming he was dead before dragging him behind a hedge so the other guards wouldn’t be alerted.
Only two more to go outside.
The third was in the process of spinning around to identify the odd noise he’d heard when Jet’s second throwing knife punctured a lung. He joined his colleague behind the hedge – then Jet’s blood froze when his radio emitted a burst of static at low volume and a voice demanded a status update in Russian.
She opted to let the call go unanswered. Her Russian was excellent, but these men knew each other, and even if she faked a garbled response in a low voice, they’d instantly know it wasn’t one of them. Now she would need to neutralize the fourth exterior guard before he made it from the rear of the compound, where she knew he spent most of his nights doing nothing.
~ ~ ~
Sergei leaned against the wall as he answered the open call from inside the house, and confirmed that there was no news to report from his end. The latest in a long string of non-events, a routine weeknight in the boonies, in a shithole of a country, living amongst barbarians. He really hated his time in Chechnya and was anxiously anticipating the group’s departure at the end of the week. The boss moved around a fair amount, and they’d been told that their next posting would be in Malta, in the Mediterranean, for a month. That was more like it.
He was fumbling in his jacket pocket for a cigarette when the PSS slug blew through his skull, fragmenting on impact and sending several chunks of lead shredding through his cerebrum. He never knew he was dying; he’d merely stopped being alive, his stay on the planet ended before his body hit the cold stone slabs.
Jet ran full speed for the back door, knowing that she only had seconds to plunge the house into darkness. She’d affixed a small charge to the cabling that carried electricity to the villa – she depressed the remote trigger a few moments after she squirted the contents of a small canister into the lock, which dissolved with a smoking hiss. A muffled crack from beyond the wall preceded the power going off and the lights shutting down, and then four seconds later, the backup generator kicked on – just long enough for her to wrench the door open, slip inside and punch in the alarm code without the camera capturing her.
The first interior guard fell to her throwing knife, his blood gurgling in a froth as he groped for the slim handle that had suddenly appeared in the side of his throat. She was able to catch him and break his fall just as he tumbled forward, and she lowered him gently to the carpet, leaving the knife in place, his eyes losing focus during his death rattle.
Jet crept to the two bedrooms that had been identified as the guard quarters and slipped a plastic tube over a nipple on one end of the first canister before sliding it under the door and emptying the contents into the room. She repeated the process at the second room and listened for any sounds. The floor creaked upstairs, near the office that adjoined the master quarters. Someone was up there, awake. Maybe the guard, maybe the target.
Every sense in her body was on alert, trying to isolate any clues that would give away the final bodyguard’s position. Perhaps he was in the security center off the kitchen – the little study that the detail had set up to use for monitoring the surveillance equipment. That would be the most likely place.
She crept down the main hall and past the empty living room, her steps muffled by the carpet as well as the rubber soles of her boots – Doc Martens knockoffs that were all the rage in Moscow, and spuriously crafted in China, the Shangri-La of piracy. When she reached the study, she swung into the doorway with her pistol at the ready and was greeted by an empty room.
A door opened down the hall, and a man stepped out holding a magazine – Maxim, she noted as she fired a shot through his eye. This last guard hadn’t even taken his weapon with him into the bathroom. Not that it would have mattered, but it indicated how sloppy the security team had grown from years of inactivity and relative safety.
Jet heard another creak from upstairs as the dead man slid down the wall, leaving a ragged smear of blood. She was already at the stairs by the time gravity had finished with him.
~ ~ ~
Arkadi’s stomach was in knots. Something was wrong. The power had gone off, and since it had come back on he hadn’t seen anyone patrolling outside. But more unusual was that he could make out a few faint lights from other buildings across the field at the surrounding farms. The nocturnal blackouts so far had always darkened everything, not just his compound.
He keyed the two-way radio he used to communicate with his security men and murmured a demand for them to call in. He released the button and waited for a response that never came.
It was always possible they hadn’t heard. But he wasn’t in the business of assuming the best about anything. His gut said he was in danger.
Arkadi moved to his desk and extracted a pistol from the center drawer – a SIG 225R – then tiptoed to the office door, listening intently for any sounds. He was working up the adrenaline to swing it open when the window burst inward and a black-clad form rolled toward him. He pivoted, bringing the gun around, but a blinding flash of pain spiked up his leg from where Jet’s razor-sharp combat knife had sliced his Achilles tendon. His leg buckled and he screamed as he pulled the trigger, but the shot missed, and the pain transferred to his stomach. He dropped the pistol on the floor as he gazed down to see Jet’s masked face staring up at him, her knife plunged to the hilt in his abdomen. She rose to her feet, gripping the knife and holding him upright, then sliced up into his heart as she’d been trained to do in countless hours of close quarter combat exercises.
Arkadi’s eyes opened in shock from the rapid exsanguination, but also with his last living thought – the realization that his assassin was a woman. His lips stretched taut and a gurgle choked in his throat as he tried in vain to say something, and then everything went black, and he crumpled to the ground, the knife still buried in his chest.
Jet bent down and felt Arkadi’s throat for a pulse, and then after confirming he was dead, pulled a cell phone from her pocket and snapped a photo of the body, his face clearly visible. She thumbed the phone’s buttons with the hand that wasn’t covered in blood and sent it as an e-mail attachment to a blind, single-use address, then slid the cell back into her black pants.
The assignment complete, her priority shifted to getting clear of the compound and out of the country as soon as possible. By the time the bodies were discovered, she would be long gone, and the attack would be attributed to warring criminal factions fighting for territory.
She didn’t know exactly who the target was, or what he had done to deserve his fate. She almost never did. That wasn’t her job. All she knew was that he was to be dispatched with extreme prejudice, and it had been deemed important enough to mount an expensive, complicated mission in an area of the world far from home. And now, whatever threat he posed was finished. End of story.
She wiped the bloody gore off her black-gloved hand, leaving a streak on the thick white carpet, then scooped up the SIG from where the target had dropped it and stepped cautiously through the doorway.
The other guards were out cold. The gas would keep them that way for at least six hours, so they posed no danger to her. Not that she would have hesitated to terminate them all, but there was no reason to, and she wasn’t gratuitous. She valued efficiency, and the killings tonight had been necessary in order to reach the objective. Nothing more.
Back at the car, she stripped off her clothes and dropped them into a trash bag, along with the backpack and the weapons, and donned a muted sweater and jeans before tossing the sack into the back and closing the hatchback. She slid behind the wheel and started the motor, then paused to study her face in the rearview mirror. In the pale wash of moonlight, she could make out a few flecks of dried blood on the bridge of her nose, which she wiped off with a tissue wetted with saliva. The eyes that looked back at her were calm and flat, divulging nothing, giving no hint of what she had just done. As she put the car in gear, she thought about what Ariel had said to her in the early days. He’d complimented her, praising her as the perfect operative after a particularly difficult mission she’d carried out flawlessly.
Perfect. She was, she supposed. But what he didn’t realize was that the engine that drove her was fueled by a volatile combination of anger, hate and despair. Every time she carried out a mission, she felt pride at being the best. The rest of it – the killing, the personal danger, the flirting with death while dancing on a razor’s edge – was immaterial. And part of her hated it, she realized – a sudden revelation that explained why she felt so empty inside even after a successful operation. Somewhere deep down in her core she hated herself and those who had made her this way, who had created a cold, calculating killing machine for their own selfish purposes.
A solitary tear rolled down her cheek as she pulled down the little road to the larger highway that would lead her to the contact point. She would abandon the car to be sanitized by another operative and take a flight from Grozny to Moscow, where she would disappear, only surfacing when she was needed again. In that forlorn tear was concentrated all the anguish and loathing that a lifetime of hardship had forged, a monument to a life without a future or a past.
Only today.
And today, she’d done her job. As usual. As expected.
As always.
 



Chapter 6
Three Years Ago, Algiers, Algeria, North Africa
The security detail manning the perimeter of the walled beachfront compound on the bluff three stories above the sand wore heavy windbreakers to fend off the evening chill. Even though Algiers was situated on the Mediterranean, the moods of March could plunge it into the high forty-degree range after dark, and tonight was one of the more frigid, even though the sun had only set an hour before.
In addition to the compound’s guards, each of the guests had brought personal bodyguards, resulting in an uneasy equilibrium within the villa, as menacing figures in dark suits with barely concealed weapons passed one another in the halls and jockeyed for position in the larger common rooms.
Luxury automobiles had been arriving since five o’clock, when the first of the targets came straight from his private jet. Every light in the massive villa glowed bright, its expansive grounds and huge swimming pool illuminated by discreetly mounted spotlights designed to eliminate potential hiding places. The neighborhood was one of moneyed power and exclusivity, and police cruisers were stationed at either end of the beach to ensure that nobody disturbed the residents.
The tiny ear bud clicked in Jet’s ear.
“Delta. Are you in position?”
“Roger that,” she whispered.
“Anything new from your end?”
“Negative. The last of them showed up half an hour ago. It looks like everyone’s gathered for a late dinner in the formal dining room.”
“Nice. What’s your take on hostiles?”
“They’ve got a small army and look alert.”
“How many do you see?”
“Exterior, two dozen. Inside, it’s hard to make out, but based on the head count we did as they arrived, I’d have to say at least twenty, total. So almost fifty armed and dangerous.”
The voice paused…then said, “Let me touch base with control. I’ll get back to you.”
“Roger. Out,” she murmured.
She continued watching the villa through her sniper rifle’s high-powered scope. Even though she was two hundred and fifty yards away, hidden on the roof of a construction site, she could still see the activity in the principal rooms. Whoever was running the security must have believed that throwing bodies at the problem would be sufficient, and hadn’t thought to shutter the windows. The ten-foot-high walls surrounding the main house probably had a lot to do with the sense of invulnerability. Besides which, nobody knew about this meeting or would have recognized the men in the room, all of whom had been in Algeria for less than eight hours.
Nobody, that is, except her team.
It had been well over a year since she’d taken part in an operation with the full group, which was minus Rain, the code name of the operative who’d gone into deep cover in Yemen six months prior.
Jet, Tiger, Fire and Lightning had been called into this when Ariel had been alerted that five terrorist financiers were going to be meeting for an unprecedented conference on neutral ground. Such a gathering presented an irresistible opportunity – the chance to cut off funding to any number of terrorist organizations, many of which viewed Israel as Satan’s embodiment on earth.
The planning was as good as it could be with six days advance notice. Resources had been allocated, personnel had been scrambled, and the team had been assembled and deployed.
One of the negatives from Jet’s perspective had been the source of the intel. The CIA had alerted them and had insisted on an observer who could represent its interests. The condition hadn’t been negotiable. The combination of a short timeframe and the presence of an outsider hadn’t sat well with Jet or any of the rest of the team, but in the end it wasn’t their call.
And now she was on a roof in North Africa, staring through a Hensoldt ZF 4 scope at a heavily fortified group that looked like it was ready for trouble. This wasn’t her ideal scenario. She preferred surgical strikes to brute force, but sometimes circumstances didn’t permit it.
The ear bud chirped, and then Fire’s voice returned.
“We’re to hit them as soon as possible. Everyone’s now in position. Engagement to occur in two minutes. Repeat. Engagement in two minutes. Are there any questions?”
The comm line went silent for several seconds.
“Negative,” Jet said, and then a chorus of other voices, all male, repeated her statement.
She depressed the timer button on her watch and waited. This would be a relatively clean operation if things went well. If they executed properly there was no chance that any of the bad guys would make it out alive. Still, the team liked backup. On a mission this big, they couldn’t afford anything going wrong.
At exactly the two-minute mark, a streak of flame shot from a building eighty yards away from Jet, where Fire and Lightning were concealed with a Kornet 9M133F-1 guided rocket armed with a thermobaric warhead.
The dining room of the villa exploded outward in a shower of glass, steel and white-hot flame – a direct hit had gutted the room. Jet peered through the scope as the guards stood stunned, first gaping at the destruction, and then alternating between darting to the burning villa and sprinting for their vehicles. She watched as three of the men huddled and one pointed at Fire and Lightning’s hiding place with a radio raised to his lips. Four men ran for a van toting assault rifles.
She tapped her ear bud. “Alpha, you have heat headed your way. Repeat. You were spotted.”
“Roger. Lay down cover for as long as you can, then get the hell out of there.”
“Will do. Delta out.”
Jet squinted through her scope and fired at one of the three gunmen, obviously the supervisor of the guard detail, and took him out. The rifle’s stock slammed her shoulder, but she ignored the recoil and targeted another man. Two more vehicles tore out of the compound toward them, motors revving over the screams and shouted commands from the villa walls. She fired again, and another man went down. Someone had seen her muzzle flash – within a few moments, bullets began peppering the side of the construction site. The likelihood of being hit was slim, but a stray round was still lethal.
It was time to pack up.
“Alpha, hostiles are on their way in.”
“How many?”
“Three vehicles.”
“Can you disable any?”
“I’m trying, but you can expect company shortly. I’m taking fire.”
She sighted on the first van, aiming for the driver. Just as she squeezed the trigger, the van jolted against a pothole, and the shot went wide. A hole appeared in the windshield six inches to the left of the driver’s head, and he began taking evasive action. She fired again, but he was swerving and jerking the van around too much.
Ricochets from the lip of the building intensified as more gunfire was directed at her.
Sirens sounded in the distance. Her ear bud crackled again.
“Delta, hostile helicopter inbound. The army must have had a bird in the air. Pull out. Repeat. Pull out now.”
“Roger that, Alpha. Good shooting, by the way. Expect to engage within sixty seconds. I spotted grenade launchers on their guns. Be careful,” Jet said.
“You too, Delta. Clear out. This is over.”
“I’m on the move. Out.”
Jet scooped up the rifle and ran to the stairwell, taking the raw concrete steps two at a time. It was dark, but her eyes had adjusted to the gloom so she was easily able to avoid the collected construction debris and trash. She hit the second floor running and risked a glance back at the complex. Lights from the approaching vehicles bounced toward her. Maybe thirty seconds now.
At the ground floor, she sprinted to her car, the headlights of the trucks bouncing their beams on the street. She swung the driver’s door open, tossed the rifle onto the passenger seat, and then cranked the engine.
The pursuit vehicles separated, two headed to Fire and Lightning’s building, and one came directly at her.
Fifteen seconds later, the van pulled to a stop fifty yards from Jet’s car, and four men with Kalashnikov assault rifles emptied out.
Jet’s Ford Festiva exploded in a fireball. Part of a door sailed through the air in a lazy arc and slammed down six yards from the nearest gunman. An oily black cloud of smoke belched from the carcass of the burning car, the flames licking hungrily at the frame as they fought for supremacy.
The CIA observer would later confirm one friendly casualty, and even though the Mossad remained silent, everyone involved knew that the team with no name had lost a key member. Fire and Lightning had also seen the blast, and the consensus was that there was no possibility anyone could have survived.
One week later, Jet’s code name was retired, never to be used again.
There was no memorial service.
 



Chapter 7
Present Day, Paria Peninsula, Venezuela
Jet walked along the beach, enjoying the warmth of the morning sun on her skin as she approached the little fishing hamlet of Macuro, which had just begun its waking routine. She knew she looked like she’d been dragged behind a bus, and attempted to improve her appearance by tying her untamed mane into a ponytail. Hopefully, she would appear to be a slightly crazy backpacker – a visitor South America was more than familiar with, even in the most remote reaches. She’d check into a motel and clean up as soon as she was near civilization, but this clearly wasn’t the time or place.
A rooster crowed its eminence to the hens in its harem as Jet moved slowly past the scattering poultry and across the sand to where a shabby fleet of fishing skiffs was beached. She caught the eye of an old man with skin the color of tobacco, who was chatting with another fisherman, cackling at some observation his friend had made as they prepared to launch their boats. He stopped what he was doing as she hesitated a few yards away, eyeing his skiff. She nodded to him – he doffed his straw hat in a flourish of respect, which elicited a sincere smile from Jet, who then inquired about his interest in taking her to the nearest larger town – in this case, the port of Guiria, roughly twenty-five miles west.
They negotiated back and forth, he discussing the weather and the sturdiness of his craft and the exceptional quality of the fishing that time of year, she bemoaning the life of a gypsy whose only possessions were the ragged clothes on her back. After a few minutes of expected haggling, they arrived at an agreement. Capitan Juan, as he liked to be called, would take her to Guiria for ten dollars – not a bad deal for the native of a country whose gasoline cost under twenty cents a gallon; his total expenditure might come to a dollar, round trip. She pointed out that he could still get in a half-day’s fishing if he made good time, but he waved her off good-naturedly. A decent day’s catch might bring him five dollars if he was lucky. He grinned at her as they shook hands, and she noted that he was missing all his front teeth.
He pushed the boat into the surf with the help of his friend, and Jet deftly climbed into the bow. After a few energetic pulls on the starter cord the outboard sputtered to life with a puff of smoke, and then the uneven roar settled into a steady drone. When Jet asked Capitan Juan how long the trip would take, he told her an hour, maybe less, maybe more, depending on the seas.
A trio of pelicans followed them for the first mile as they cruised along the barren shore, before losing interest and gliding away. Jet occupied herself by watching the rugged coastline glide past her. Most of the peninsula was sheer jungle dropping into the sea, no beaches – the water got deep very quickly only a few feet from land. Waves crashed against the jutting rocks as they moved by, steadily picking up speed, eventually settling into a comfortable pace at what she guessed to be twenty knots.
With nothing else to do, her mind roamed into her predicament – hunted by unknown adversaries out to do her harm, and now with no home, no friends, and no idea of how to next proceed other than to avoid getting killed. She’d thought this sort of life was behind her, but it was clearly not.
As the boat’s bow sliced through the azure sea’s undulations, she recalled the last time she’d died, when she’d staged the explosion in Algiers with the help of Ariel, her mentor…and lover. He’d initially balked at her demand to get out of the game, she remembered. She closed her eyes and, for a fleeting moment, could feel his strong, confident touch on her naked skin, as if they were still lying together after a languorous lovemaking session at a secluded seaside bungalow outside of Ashdod, on the Mediterranean.
“You can’t quit. Nobody quits the team. That’s not an option,” he had softly explained.
“I know how it works. But I’m not asking. I understand you’re in this until you…you can’t do it anymore. I remember what I signed up for. But I need to get out.”
“It’s not so simple.” He trailed his fingers along the contour of her stomach, lazily tracing a circle around her navel.
“Yes, it is.”
“It’s forbidden. You know that.”
“So is this.” She rolled onto her side and propped her head up with the palm of her hand, leaning on her elbow as she regarded his profile. He wasn’t handsome in any traditional sense – his features were too imperfect, a touch too rugged and worked. Black wavy hair worn longish, a nose that was a trifle too large, but a sensuality to his lips that she knew was genuine and eyes that she could get lost in for weeks. Jet had never felt like she had been in love before, and what they had together probably wasn’t that, but it was the closest equivalent she’d ever experienced, and when they were together she couldn’t get enough of him.
“Fair point,” he acknowledged. The rules were abundantly clear. Their trysts – no, their relationship – violated every rule in the book. Operatives were chosen because they had no intimate associations. They were odd beasts who were most at home when on assignment. That made any personal connection impossible. They couldn’t speak about their work, or even tell anyone what they were involved in, and had to disappear for weeks or sometimes years, depending on the mission. There was no room in such a life for any kind of relationships. The team members had sworn allegiance to a higher cause – one of the many sacrifices they made without question.
“That didn’t stop you. Didn’t stop us,” she corrected.
Any friendship between operatives was off limits, much less an intimate one. But even worse, he was her control – her superior, her mentor, and the one who had to make dispassionate decisions to send her into harm’s way; into situations that could result in death…or worse. If anyone had any idea that they were involved, it would have been the end of him. Of them both. But that hadn’t stopped them. The chemistry was too intoxicating. She’d been as powerless to resist it as he had – even though he was a decade older than her, they were insatiable when together, he like a wild bull to her wanton tigress.
“No. It certainly didn’t stop us,” he conceded, turning his head to take in her incredible features – a slightly Asian cast from her mother, but with piercing green eyes, eyes like nothing he’d ever seen before, which she routinely masked with colored contact lenses when she was undercover. He’d been willing to risk everything to be with her, and she him.
“I have an idea, David.” Jet had forced his real name out of him after their first lovemaking tryst two and a half years earlier. He was the only member of the team who knew her as Maya, and she, the only one who knew his real identity. To everyone else, he was Ariel.
“I don’t want to hear your idea,” he protested, but she saw a flicker in his eyes that betrayed him.
She laid out her plan in a dispassionate tone. She had to die, preferably during an operation, in a manner that would never be questioned. He immediately understood what she was proposing, as well as the logic behind it. The only way she would ever be safe would be if she was dead. Safe from the reach of the Mossad, safe from any enemies she might have made in the course of her missions, safe from a world in which she was a predator, a combatant to be exterminated on sight.
“But, Maya. Why? That’s my question. I mean, with your history…what else will you do? You were made to be on this team.” David knew everything one could about Jet from her dossier, and she had confided in him things in her past that she’d never told anyone else about. Her foster father. The night he had come for her when she was thirteen, as he had been coming for years, when she’d finally ended the nightmare, only to be plunged into a worse one. Juvenile lockup. Psychiatrists. The state taking over her care. Countless fights in institutions that were unforgiving and brutal. An endless battery of depersonalizing traumas nobody should ever have to endure.
“I want to live, David. I want to be free of the past and start over. I want to be about something besides revenge and killing and hate. Is that really so hard to grasp?” She paused and reached to him, brushing a lock of his hair from where it dangled in his eyes. “I need to start over. And you know me well enough. If you won’t help me, I’ll do it by myself.” A trace of steel edged her tone.
He sighed. “But why now? After everything we’ve been through. That you’ve been through. Why, my angel?”
“Because it’s time, David. It’s time.”
He nodded, a subtle, almost imperceptible gesture that spoke louder than any screamed oration could have.
She couldn’t tell him the real reason. She couldn’t tell anyone. Why everything had changed in the blink of an eye, and she’d suddenly had a glimpse of an alternative future – a future without killing or danger. A future filled with love. The love she’d never had…since her parents died.
Two weeks earlier, Jet had discovered she was pregnant.
There could be no mistake. She’d taken the test three times to confirm it.
And everything had suddenly become different.
Her past had been filled with enough horror to last ten lifetimes, and she’d shared a large part of it with David as they’d grown more connected. It had been difficult trusting him with that part of her, but she’d done so, and to his credit, he’d shouldered the burden. But she’d also told him that she would never have children, that she’d be the worst parent in the world – and even though the declaration had been hyperbolic, there was an element of truth to it. She killed for a living. Her emotions had to be glacial for her to be effective, with no second guessing…and no compassion. It had been drilled into her when training for the team, and life had pounded her with the truth of it for a long time before. The only way you could be safe and avoid being hurt was to not feel. Feeling meant pain. Feeling meant suffering.
But feeling also meant being alive.
The sad reality was that she’d been dead inside all her adult life and most of her childhood. The only spark of feeling that had ever been ignited inside of her had been lit by David, and even then she couldn’t fully share it with him or let it grow beyond a certain point. But when she’d peed on that strip and seen it show positive, her entire world had tilted, and suddenly a long-forgotten feeling had surfaced. An emotion so powerful it had taken her breath away.
The urge to protect.
She couldn’t tell David; she tortured herself with this decision for a dozen sleepless nights, but he couldn’t know. At least, not yet. Maybe once she had the baby and had settled into a new life, where things were stabilized and she was safe…maybe then she could tell him. And maybe then he would also choose a different path.
But for now, she couldn’t risk how he would react. David was a good man, an honorable man, but he was also a control freak – he had to be in his position. He was in command of every aspect of the team, of any operation they were on, of everything that happened, and he had been specially chosen for his personality, just as surely as she had been selected for hers. And while she had strong feelings for him – might even be in love with him if she was honest with herself – she knew him well enough to know she couldn’t predict what he would do, and she couldn’t take the chance that the truth would trigger a disastrous chain of events. This was her choice, and she would do whatever was necessary to keep her baby safe. It ate at her heart to keep it from him, but at the end of the day, she had no other option.
“You know this won’t be easy,” he said, taking her hand and kissing her palm with unexpected tenderness.
She almost started crying – eyes welling up – and David probably thought she was overcome by gratitude. She pulled her hand away and wiped her face with the back of her arm, then fixed him with a calm gaze, the moment over.
“We’ll need a plan,” she said. “I hear you’re pretty good with those.”
“Your idea isn’t bad, but we’ll need to fine-tune it and wait for the appropriate opportunity. When the chance comes, you need to be ready. That means passports, money, weapons, a destination where you’ll be safe…”
“I know.” She rolled off her elbow, onto her back, and stared at the ceiling before closing her eyes. The rest was logistics. Execution. Picking a place far away where nobody would know her, and she could blend into a new life without attracting any attention. Lining up the funding and the paperwork. These were the sorts of details that they both excelled at. The hard part had been deciding to do it and convincing David to help her. She had halfway expected him to refuse, and she wouldn’t have blamed him if he had. She was asking him to help her betray the team and the service, to which he owed everything – his identity, his vocation, his reason for waking up every day.
Neither of them could have known that her chance would come a week and a half later, when the CIA had alerted the Mossad about the Algiers meeting. Once the mission had been fast-tracked, David had worked around the clock to plan the car explosion and her escape. Her disappearance had been flawless, nobody had suspected a thing, and her putative death had gone off without a hitch.
She’d last seen David two days before leaving for Algiers. They’d had no contact since except for a blank postcard she’d sent to let him know she was safe, as they’d agreed.
The boat hit a particularly steep wave, and a shower of spray splashed high into the air, blowing over the sides of the hull and soaking them both. The memories were jarred away by the shock, and in spite of herself, she opened her eyes and laughed, water dripping from her hair and face.
Capitan Juan joined her, and she felt an ephemeral kinship with the old fisherman as they bounced over the swells, laughing mindlessly at having gotten wet.
The breeze and sunshine quickly dried her, and the moment passed. A pair of flying fish catapulted out of the water off the bow, keeping pace as they surfed the glistening spindrift that danced above the waves, to the steady accompanying throb of the boat’s motor.
After a few minutes, Juan pointed at a break in the jungle, where bleached buildings interrupted the seamless green of the shore on the horizon.
“Guiria.”
She nodded, shielding her eyes from the sunlight with her good hand.
“How long?” she asked.
He appeared to ponder the question seriously, brow furrowing before he gave her another toothless smile.
“Maybe fifteen minutes. We made good time.”
She nodded. “Sometimes life’s like that.”
They continued the rest of the journey in silence.
 



Chapter 8
Present Day, Guiria, Venezuela
If there was a grimmer place on the planet than Guiria’s harbor, Jet was yet to encounter it, and she’d languished in some low places in her time. Rusting fishing scows creaked and groaned against crumbling piers, bemoaning the region’s poverty. Once she had climbed up onto the wharf and waved goodbye to Capitan Juan, she turned to survey the little port, and what met her eyes wasn’t heartening. Corroded metal roofs, peeling paint and a pall of rotting stink greeted her as she moved from the waterfront into the town’s shabby streets.
She stopped at a small corner market and bought a bag of nuts and a bottle of water, which she drained greedily outside before going back in and getting another. Further up the block, she found a shop that stocked a few tank tops and T-shirts; she chose the least terrible of them, suffering the annoyed look from the old shopkeeper when she paid with dollars – a currency that was officially frowned upon in Venezuela, and yet in reality was accepted by the majority of the locals.
Near the central square, she came across a tired little hotel that had been around since the dawn of time. A few locals sat on the curb, trading familiar jokes and stories as they watched their world go by. They stopped talking as she passed them, and she could hear the whispered snipes when she walked through the hotel’s cracked wooden doors.
A stout woman, wearing a bright yellow dress and with the face of a former heavyweight contender, met her at the reception counter and agreed to rent her a room for seven dollars. Jet asked her about the bus schedule. She shrugged. The stop was two blocks up. Jet was free to check whenever she felt like it.
The room was on the second floor and smelled like a combination of vomit and mildew with a veneer of cleaning product slathered over it. But it would do – there was tepid running water and a bar of white soap in the shower, which was all she had been hoping for.
Half an hour later, Jet descended the stairs and stepped out into the muggy heat. The same loitering group watched her walk up the sidewalk in the direction of the bus stop, making all the same comments they’d made when she’d entered. Apparently, being a gutter rat in Guiria didn’t require a vast repertoire.
According to a faded agenda mounted on a post near the church, the bus to Caracas ran once a day in the early afternoon. It was scheduled to leave in an hour and a half, so she had time to eat and make it back to catch it.
A few minutes later she was sitting in a family-style café that unsurprisingly featured seafood as its staple. She ordered the grilled fish and considered her next move as the dusty overhead fans creaked ineffective orbits to mitigate the heat.
Her adversaries either thought she was still alive and therefore likely still on Trinidad, or had heard about the exploding boat and thought she was dead. A very distant third possibility was that they remembered her last death by explosion and didn’t believe she’d really been killed, assuming they thought it was her on the boat.
It was the third possibility that troubled her.
If it were Jet conducting the hunt, she would have operatives at any of the major towns on the coast, watching, just in case. It was a long shot, but she’d gotten lucky herself on long shots before. Based on the scale of what she’d seen so far, she couldn’t discount the possibility.
When the fish arrived, Jet devoured it with ravenous enthusiasm, starved after a night with no supper.
Back on the street, she ambled down the cracking sidewalks until she found a stall calling itself Bazaar del Mundo – the bazaar of the world – a lofty claim based on the town and the sad collection of secondhand goods assembled within sight of the street. Washing machines from the Sixties, a TV that was older than she was, fishing nets at the end of their rope…and a rack of used clothing.
Jet entered the stifling emporium and browsed its sorry offerings, and within five minutes had made her selections, including an ancient cardboard suitcase that had probably been there since Columbus landed.
Once in the hotel, she changed into her new outfit – a shapeless, loose-fitting black skirt with a frayed hem, a crème-colored native blouse that looked like it hailed from the disco era, and a dark blue scarf for her head. The ensemble was completed with a pair of sandals that someone had probably died wearing. She peered at herself in the mirror, and a Venezuelan peasant woman looked back at her – only one whose face was still far too memorable. Her features were distinctive in the sense that she looked either Asian or Slavic – high cheekbones, slightly almond-shaped eyes, perfect symmetry. But that could easily pass for native – there was a decent amount of indigenous blood in the population, which also had similar attributes.
She went into the bathroom and balled up some toilet paper and stuffed it between her cheeks and her bottom molars, then returned to consider her reflection. It was still missing something. Stooping down, she scraped up some dark brown filth from a corner of the room and rubbed it beneath each eye. Much better. Now she looked at least ten years older, ridden hard by a harsh life. More in keeping with the likely passenger profile on a rural bus to nowhere.
Jet packed her clothes into the suitcase, along with her shoes, and snapped the latches closed. It wasn’t a perfect disguise, but anyone looking for her based on a description or her old passport photo wouldn’t give her a second glance.
On her way out of the hotel, she dropped the key on the counter, not waiting for the clerk to come out of the back and witness her remarkable transformation. She didn’t think that anyone would be questioning the unfriendly matron, but better to play it safe than take an unnecessary risk.
As she approached the bus stop, she slowed, scanning the few vehicles and taking in the people waiting nearby.
The hair on the back of her neck prickled. Something was off.
There.
Fifty yards up on the opposite side of the street, a Caucasian man leaned against the wall of a neighboring building, reading a paper, occasionally glancing at the waiting passengers when he flipped the pages.
He hadn’t seen her. Or if he had, he hadn’t registered her as anything besides what she appeared to be – a late thirties peasant woman down on her luck.
She turned and moved back down the street then ducked into a tiny market, where she bought a bottle of water and considered her options.
Thank God she’d decided to play dress up. She would have stuck out from a mile away if she hadn’t.
But her basic problem remained. How to get off the peninsula?
The small airport wasn’t a solution. It would also be watched if the bus stop was.
She resumed her walk, passing the little secondhand store, then backtracked and asked the proprietor if he knew anyone that could give her a ride to Carupano – a relatively large town on the Caribbean side that would have more buses to Caracas – the only international gateway she knew of. He rolled his eyes, considering the request.
“You can catch the bus. It leaves in a few minutes. Takes you there on the way to Caracas,” he offered.
“No. I’ve had bad experiences with rural buses. It’s worth it to me to pay a little more and have someone drive me.”
“It’s going to cost more than just a little more.”
“Well, I’m obviously not rich, but where there’s a will…”
He studied her. “I may know someone.”
“Could you call them?”
“What do you think is a fair price?”
“I don’t really know. How far is it?” she asked.
“Maybe eighty or ninety miles by road. Mostly bad roads.”
“What do you think is the right price?”
He laughed. “For you or for the driver?”
After another few minutes of banter, they agreed that twelve dollars seemed fair.
“My name’s Cesar. I’ll close up the shop.”
She nodded, her suspicion confirmed. “What’s your car like, Cesar?”
“It’s made it so far. Like me. A lot of miles, but still runs okay.”
He swung a rusting gate closed across the stall and slid a padlock through the latch, then motioned for her to follow him. Two blocks later they arrived at a small house with a tin roof and chickens swarming the yard. A skinny brown mongrel dog growled from one side of the shaded front porch, but didn’t bother to move.
“Don’t let him scare you. He’s too lazy to bother to attack if it means getting up or coming into the sun,” Cesar said, then pointed at a sagging gray Isuzu Trooper that was more rust than metal.
She eyed it skeptically. “Are you sure that’ll make it?”
“It would make it to Alaska for the right kind of money.”
He walked to the side of the SUV and pulled free a filthy rag that served as a gas cap, and then lifted a dented jerry can.
“Just need to fill it up. Then we can go.”
Jet began to get a sinking feeling, but simply nodded. Anyone watching for her wouldn’t be looking for a native woman in the world’s losing-est truck. She walked slowly around the vehicle, noting the nearly bald tires and the wire that appeared to be holding on one of the fenders.
“Jefe! Come on. You want to go for a ride?” Cesar called out.
The dog’s ears perked up and it sluggishly raised its head. Cesar slapped his leg in invitation, and the animal stood and stretched, then sidled over to where his master was finishing pouring gas into the tank, and watched with measured curiosity. Cesar returned the can to the side of the house and then opened the rear cargo door. The dog jumped up with remarkable dexterity and plopped down in the back.
“Hop in. We’ll be there in no time,” Cesar said.
She tossed her bags onto the rear bench seat, watching the dog for any sign of aggression before climbing into the passenger seat. The door sounded like it was going to fall off its hinges when she slammed it shut. Jefe began panting his anticipation and the vehicle immediately smelled like dog breath.
Cesar slid behind the wheel and dug a key out of his pocket. Squinting at the dashboard as though puzzled by the layout, he fiddled with the ignition. At first nothing happened, and the temperature inside the cab quickly climbed twenty degrees. Finally, a series of clicks issued from under the hood, followed by a wheezing groan and a series of coughs, and then something caught, and the engine puttered to life.
“See? It’s like a Mercedes! I told you.”
“Very impressive,” she agreed.
He jammed the shifter into drive and goosed the gas, and the ancient truck lurched reluctantly forward.
“Sorry. No air-conditioning. Broke about ten years ago. But once we’re moving, the air from the windows will cool us.”
“I just hope we keep moving.”
They pulled onto the narrow street, and he eased the truck up the gentle incline to where rural Highway 9 connected to the main street. On the outskirts of town, they passed an old converted school bus heading into Guiria. It looked marginally more trustworthy than the Isuzu.
“That’s the Caracas bus,” Cesar said, gesturing with his head.
“Nice.”
The road meandered across the peninsula and back again, and they motored along at an average of twenty miles per hour. Jet didn’t know whether to be more annoyed or relieved that the driver was being cautious. She decided to be optimistic and closed her eyes, allowing the feeble cross-ventilation to provide scant relief from the mounting heat.
Four hours later, they rolled into Carupano and Jet had Cesar drop her off a block from the bus station. She walked over and checked the schedule and saw that there was a bus headed to Caracas that evening, and another in the morning. The prospect of traveling three hundred miles at night on dubious roads didn’t appeal to her, so she decided to get a room and do some clothes shopping – the peasant garb had been fine, but it had served its purpose, and she needed essentials that a town the size of Carupano was likely to have.
She found a serviceable hotel a block and a half off the beach. The room was clean and comfortable, with a reasonable bed and a mild breeze blowing off the Caribbean. After unpacking her few belongings, she went in search of stores, and several blocks away, she came across one that looked promising. Within a few minutes she found a pair of jeans and a top that would work – long-sleeved lightweight cotton in muted blue and green – and some running shorts and a T-shirt. Jet paid for her purchases and changed into the jeans and top at the store, stuffing her dress and blouse into the bag – then went in search of dinner.
She stumbled across a decent looking eatery on the malecón and took her time over her meal, but by the end of it, she realized she was exhausted. The night on the beach hadn’t been particularly restful, and she’d only been able to doze as the Isuzu had weaved through the jungle hills – she needed some solid hours of uninterrupted sleep.
The sun was setting as she exited the restaurant, the purple sky streaked with orange and pink, and the stream of beachgoers had dried up. Jet stuck to the main seafront road, in no hurry, and was looking forward to the inviting bed in her room, when she turned the corner that led to her hotel.
A blur of motion came at her as she passed a small alley, and she barely had time to register a twenty-something-year-old man in a stained soccer jersey approaching her holding a knife. She threw her clothes bag at his head and swiveled as she grabbed his knife arm, and then slammed the heel of her right hand into his face, catching him on the chin. He winced in pain from the blow, but he didn’t drop the knife, although he’d stopped his surge and was standing facing her, breathing heavily, a trickle of blood running down his chin. He spit a bloody gob of froth and a decayed tooth into the gutter, and glared at her. He was emaciated and smelled sour, with a junkie’s distinctive body tics.
A smaller man, older, with a face that resembled nothing so much as a rat, edged to the alley mouth, his eyes darting down the street to confirm there were no witnesses. He clutched a length of pipe and held it like he had used it before. The stink of sweat and tobacco wafted off him like a noxious fog.
Jet quickly sized them up. These were common muggers, thieves that plagued the more prosperous areas of most Venezuelan cities, on the prowl for easy targets of opportunity.
Tonight they’d picked the wrong victim.
She debated possible tactics as they moved slowly around her, circling, trying to get behind her. There was a small amount of primitive strategy to their movements – they stayed well separated so she could only focus on one at a time. Under any other circumstances, it would have been a good gambit.
She decided on subterfuge and misdirection as opposed to a frontal assault. Let them come to her.
Her eyes widened as she swung her head around in fright.
“Please. Don’t hurt me. I don’t have any money, and I…I know karate.” She sounded convincing. The tremor in her voice as she said ‘karate’ was particularly feeble.
The smaller man laughed, an evil, humorless bark, and without saying a word, stepped toward her and swung the pipe at her shoulder.
From there, everything happened fast.
Her kick caught him in the groin, arresting the swing as he let out a moan and doubled over. She kicked him one more time, this time in the head, and he sprawled onto the filthy pavement, the pipe banging against the surface before rolling from his grip.
The younger man rushed her, but she easily blocked the upward sweep of the knife and leveled a brutal strike to his throat with a closed fist. His free hand clutched at his windpipe as he fought for breath, and she slammed her good hand into his knife arm. He dropped the blade with a clatter and bent over, struggling for air.
She watched him gasping. She hadn’t landed a lethal blow, choosing to pull the strike at the last second, so he would eventually recover. Still, neither one of them would be mugging anyone in the near future.
“Pick up your buddy and get the hell out of here before I tear your arms off and beat you over the head with them,” she said in a low voice as she knelt and grabbed the knife, eyes on her incapacitated assailants.
The man on the ground groaned as the younger one staggered over to him.
There was nothing more to see. It would take them a few moments to collect themselves and be able to walk, by which time, she’d be long gone.
Jet scooped up the plastic bag with her clothes in it and backed out of the alley, watching the motley pair to ensure she wasn’t surprised by an unexpected burst of stamina from either man, then hurried up the block and entered her hotel. She was reassured to note that her respiration and heart rate were normal. This was the old Jet. The instincts that had served her so well had come back quickly.
Not all of them, though.
She hadn’t killed either mugger.
In the old days she wouldn’t have pulled the punch.
Jet stripped off her clothes and took another shower with cool water before throwing herself onto the bed. She groped for the bedside lamp and switched it off, plunging the room into darkness, the only sound an occasional car rumbling down the street to the beach.
She was out cold within sixty seconds.
 



Chapter 9
Two Years Ago, Trinidad
“My water broke.”
The nurse took Maya’s hand and led her to a seat. After a hurried discussion on the telephone, she turned to face Maya again.
“The doctor is on his way, darling. Just come lie over here, and we’ll get you ready. Don’t worry about anything,” the nurse cooed in a heavy island lilt, motioning at a gurney an orderly had pushed through the double steel doors of the emergency room.
With the nurse’s assistance, Maya did as instructed, and within a few minutes, she was wheeled into a private room. Another nurse took her vital signs and helped her into a hospital gown, hanging her clothes carefully in the small closet.
The contractions were coming more regularly, and when the doctor rushed in wearing street clothes, she exhaled a sigh of relief. He performed a brief examination and listened to her stomach with a stethoscope, then told the nurse in a hushed voice to bring a portable ultrasound unit in immediately.
“What’s wrong, Doctor?” Maya asked.
“Probably nothing. Don’t worry. I just want to check something,” he said, but wouldn’t look her in the eyes.
The nurse returned with a cart, and the doctor quickly put gel on the probe and moved it slowly around her abdomen. His expression as he watched the monitor was strained. When he looked up at her, he was frowning.
“There’s a problem. The baby’s heart rate is in a critical zone. We’re going to have to do a C-section immediately.”
“No! I don’t want one. I told you I want to deliver naturally.”
“I’m afraid there’s no choice in the matter. I’m sorry. We don’t have any time to waste. Seconds count. Both you and the baby are in danger.” The doctor turned and issued a set of terse instructions to the nurse.
Maya processed his statement, sweat rolling down her face.
“Fine. Do what you have to do. Just make sure my baby is okay.”
He nodded at the nurse, who hurried out of the room, returning in a few moments with an orderly pushing another gurney – this one with an IV bag suspended from a hanger. Maya shifted onto it with the orderly and the doctor’s help, and then the nurse started an IV line and motioned to the doctor. He withdrew a syringe from his bag and approached her, fixing her with a caring gaze.
“We’re out of time. I’m going to give you the anesthesia and get you into surgery. The injection is much faster than gas. Are you ready?”
She grimaced. “Yes.”
He pulled the plastic cap off and then slipped the needle into the IV line.
“All right. Here we go…” He slowly depressed the plunger. “Just relax. It’s all going to be okay. This will be over in no…”
His voice seemed to be coming from a great distance as the room faded and everything went dark.
~ ~ ~
The first thing she registered when she came to was the smell. The distinctive antiseptic odor typical in hospitals everywhere in the world. The lights were low, the temperature moderate. It took her a few seconds to remember where she was.
In her hospital room. She was groggy and felt drugged. Everything was foggy and seemed muted, surreal, slower. It took almost superhuman effort for her to turn her head and look at the window. It was dark out. It had been light when she’d arrived.
Maya fumbled around until she found the call button. She pressed it after a few tries – her hands felt like someone else’s and seemed to lack the dexterity to operate the gizmo.
It was all she could do to keep her eyes open.
A nurse entered a few minutes later and moved to the side of the bed.
“Take it easy, now. You’ve been through a lot,” she said with a look of concern on her face. She looked at the monitor and adjusted the sensor on Maya’s finger, then turned the volume on the box down a little.
“I am taking it easy. I’m awake now. I want to see my baby. My daughter. Hannah.”
The nurse’s eyes darted to the side and she stepped away from the bed, suddenly all hurried efficiency.
“All right, then. Let me call the doctor. He’ll be in shortly,” she promised, offering a timid smile. The nurse patted her hand and eyed the IV before hurrying off, leaving Maya to the altered state that was a kind of chemical purgatory. She listened as the nurse’s footsteps echoed down the hallway outside of the door, then went back to drowsing uneasily, drifting in and out of consciousness.
She didn’t know how much time had elapsed when the doctor entered and approached the bed.
She looked up at him, her eyes struggling to stay focused. His face was impassive.
“I want to see my daughter, Doctor.”
“I can appreciate how you would.” He hesitated. “Look, there’s no easy way to say this…”
“What? What isn’t easy to say?” Her eyes got larger, and her vital signs spiked, her pulse and blood pressure increasing by twenty percent in seconds. She fought against the fog, forcing herself to clarity.
“You need to calm down. This isn’t good.” He picked up the phone on the side table and dialed an extension. “Nurse? This is Doctor Barsal. I’m in room eleven. Can you come here, please?”
Ten seconds later, a nurse stuck her head in.
The doctor moved to the door, and they had a hasty discussion before she left the room.
“What’s happened, Doctor?” Maya blinked, straining to shed the drug haze.
“I have bad news, I’m afraid,” he began. Her vitals continued to climb. He stopped talking as he watched the monitor.
“Bad news? What kind of bad news?”
He wouldn’t look at her.
The drugs made it so hard to concentrate. The doctor wasn’t making any sense. He had bad news. What bad news? Was her baby sick? Had she been injured during the procedure?
The nurse returned and quietly slipped the doctor a syringe. He moved to the IV and closed off the drip, then injected the contents into her line.
“This is just a sedative. It will help you relax. It’s for your own good.”
She felt instantly dreamier. Maybe he was right. It was good to relax. And he was helping her to do so…
Her vital signs normalized almost immediately as her heart and breathing slowed.
“That’s better. Now, as I was saying. I have some bad news. Your baby…there was a complication caused by the umbilical cord wrapping around her neck. I’m afraid we didn’t get to her in time. She…didn’t make it. We did everything we could, but it was too late. I’m so sorry…”
The walls seemed to close in as she listened to the impossible words. Her baby didn’t make it? That was crazy talk. What did that even mean, didn’t make it? Of course the baby made it. She didn’t understand.
Maya shook her head. “No. I don’t understand.”
The doctor frowned and took her limp hand in a caring gesture.
“I know it’s a shock. I’m so sorry. But your baby was pronounced dead half an hour after the attempted delivery. I signed the death certificate myself. We did everything possible, but sometimes…” He shrugged and frowned again. “Sometimes nature beats us no matter how hard we try. It’s one of the great frustrations of medicine. We can only do so much, and then it’s out of our hands.”
The words struck her like hammer blows, each one causing more damage than the last.
Her baby was dead.
Her daughter, Hannah, dead.
Maya’s tortured scream was audible all the way to the elevators at the end of the wing.
~ ~ ~
Maya stood by the side of the small plot as the tiny casket sank into the ground, the wind blowing huffs of salt air from the sea, carrying with it the smell of life. She hadn’t wanted anyone around – just her and her baby, her Hannah, gone forever before getting a chance to live.
Tears rolled down her face, shoulders shaking as she sobbed her grief into the blue absolute of the heavens, repeating the same unanswered question over and over again. Why? Why Hannah? What kind of God would do this?
The casket came to rest, and the two men who had lowered it into the grave removed the straps, pulling them free before the taller one looked at her.
“I’m sorry for your loss. Would you like to put in the first soil?”
Maya moved woodenly to the banked-up pile and grasped a fistful of moist loam, vision blurred, her breath rasping in harsh bursts as she struggled to retain her composure. She stood above her hopes and dreams, now dead as her soul, and paused to offer a blessing before relaxing her fingers and letting the cool earth fall from her hand.
She stood at the edge of the gravesite, crying, alone, as grieving mothers had cried at their children’s graves since time immemorial, her pain so visceral and intense she wanted to join her daughter in death’s indifferent embrace. But that wasn’t to be. The unlucky suffered on in a hell of their own devising while innocents paid the ultimate price in homage to a frivolous universe.
~ ~ ~
Maya knelt at the small headstone, as she had every week for the last two years.
“Sweetheart, there isn’t a minute that goes by that I don’t think about you. I wanted you so much…”
Her voice cracked. She couldn’t go on. She fell forward and sobbed quietly, supporting herself with one hand clutching the grass that had grown on the small mound that was the barrow of her treasure.
Maya stayed in place, head bowed, her anguish a raw nerve, the most devastating blow of her existence nestled a few feet beneath her. For the umpteenth time, she railed at an uncaring deity for taking her baby instead of her. The rage came, as always, like a black tsunami; it was all she could do to fight it back and find the will to go on another day.
Eventually, she stood, streaks of sorrow traced upon her face.
“I’ll be back again next week, Hannah. I love you. Mommy loves you. Always.”
 



Chapter 10
Present Day, Moscow, Russia
“Is this some kind of joke? Are you testing my patience?”
Grigenko’s voice boomed off the walls of his penthouse office, the lights of Moscow spread out below him. He was screaming into the phone, incredulous.
“No, sir. I’m afraid it isn’t a joke. We lost everyone except for three men.” The voice on the phone was deadly earnest. Yuri Kevlev was a seasoned professional who had been operating a private army for years. He was without question the best.
Grigenko paced to the window, stupefied.
“One…girl…did this?” Grigenko pronounced the word like an expletive.
“She may have had help. We don’t know for sure. But yes, barring assistance we’re unaware of, she killed most of the group.”
“This is not the result I pay you for.”
“No, sir, I agree it isn’t.” There wasn’t much to disagree with.
“Did you send untrained men? Green personnel? How do you explain this?” Grigenko demanded.
“No, we didn’t, sir. These were experienced veterans. All ex-Spetsnaz, as always. No corners were cut. I, frankly, am at a loss…I’ve never seen anything like it.”
This was a disaster. Grigenko sat back down in his executive chair and slammed his fist on the table in frustration.
“I have,” he seethed. The silence on the line was deafening. “Are we in any way exposed?”
“Of course not…I mean, no, sir. We have taken all the usual precautions. Nobody had any ID. There are no criminal files available on any of them through Interpol. Their identities will remain a mystery. Nothing leads back to any of us,” Yuri assured.
“And what are you doing to re-acquire the girl?” Grigenko asked, through clenched teeth.
“Everything possible. But as you know, once a target is alerted, it can become extremely difficult. Especially if they have decent knowledge of tradecraft, which I think it’s obvious this woman does.”
“I want no expense spared. None. I don’t care what it costs or how many men it takes. I want her head brought to me so I can piss on it. Do I make myself clear?”
“Abundantly, sir.”
“And Yuri? I can’t express to you how disappointed I am with how this was handled.”
“I understand. There will, of course, be no charge for the failed operation. And you can trust that I have taken this personally. I will be handling every aspect of the sanction from this point on. You have my guarantee that I will make things right.”
“I thought your contracts came with an implicit guarantee.”
“They do, sir. Nothing like this has ever happened before. It cannot be allowed to stand. My reputation depends on my ability to perform. So I will perform.”
“You’d better.” Grigenko slammed down the phone, fuming.
A straightforward execution, routine, like countless others he’d commissioned, suddenly went south on them and became a massacre? He was flabbergasted. This woman had been given no warning. She couldn’t have known anything. He had been getting daily reports of her movements, and she suspected nothing. Then a team of the most lethal killers in the world moves in to terminate her, and suddenly, she not only gives them the slip, but also paints the streets with their blood?
What the hell was going on?
~ ~ ~
Jet was up early the next morning, the clamor of traffic below her window acting as an alarm clock. She took a shower, noting that her hand was free of infection. The mirror confirmed the shoulder and knife wounds were also clear. She turned and studied her face. The discoloration on her jaw was noticeable, and probably would be for at least another couple of days. She’d need to get some makeup to cover it so as not to arouse attention.
She checked the time and decided on some exercise before breakfast – a daily regimen she’d adhered to since her teen years. After pulling on the shorts and T-shirt, she strapped on the backpack and grabbed a hand towel and her water bottle, and then hit the stairs.
Once at the beach, she took off down the sand at a run, moving rapidly past the vendors, who were just setting up for the day. This was their reality, selling trinkets or snacks along a desolate stretch of the Caribbean in a city most had never heard of. They would live, love, fight and die there, and none of it would ultimately change much of anything.
She pushed the fatalistic thoughts aside as she stretched out along the strand, sweat beginning to trickle down her back as the morning heat increased with the ascent of the sun. A gathering of gulls hopped in and out of the creeping tide while pelicans wheeled overhead, occasionally dive-bombing for their breakfast beyond the surf line.
On her return to the hotel, she stopped at an internet café that featured ten-year-old PCs, and slipped the proprietress some coins in exchange for a half hour of time. She logged on and began a search for any news from Trinidad. It didn’t take her long to find it.
Every online site on the island had extensive coverage of the bloodbath. All described it as an unprecedented outburst of regrettable drug-related violence, with speculations about cartels battling for supremacy over territory. Photos of the bullet-riddled SUV and car abounded, as did several grisly crime scene photos of blanket-draped forms surrounded by police.
And there was her passport photo. She was listed as wanted for questioning – ‘to assist the authorities with their inquiries’, as the hacks had tactfully phrased it.
Reading on, she saw that the coverage didn’t really have any substance, and the articles were all essentially the same. Sensationalistic descriptions of running gun battles and carnage, all of them gravitating to the organized crime angle. By some miracle, no tourists or other innocents had been harmed, and Carnival festivities were still in full swing, albeit with a heightened police presence.
Two of the papers had posted short accounts of the stolen boat and the explosion in Venezuelan waters off of a remote, uninhabited stretch of coast. None made any connection between the shootings and the theft – it was viewed as a separate incident. A government official made a terse statement about a probable gas fire onboard and left it at that.
One of the articles described the dead men as from former Soviet bloc countries. Nothing more specific. That tied in with what she’d seen of them – obviously not Latin. It went on to hint that perhaps the Russian mob had made a play against local drug lords and discovered the hard way that they weren’t welcome.
None of the articles mentioned that all of the gunmen had been equipped with identical silenced weapons. The police had probably left that out of their press briefings.
Her time expired, she pushed back from the computer and stood. At the counter, she asked about stores that might carry items like makeup and underwear, and was directed to a shop a few streets over. She located it easily and soon was back at the hotel, contemplating her reflection again.
It was time to deal with her hair. She rummaged around in the backpack and extracted one of the dye boxes. Her natural black had to go. There was no question that any surviving pursuers would have forwarded on a more up-to-date description of her than her passport photo, and her thick black locks were now a liability.
An hour later, she rinsed the last of the color away. She was now a medium brunette. No more obviously dyed than many of the other chemically lightened women she’d seen on the waterfront. If anything, the somewhat brassy look made her less obvious, less striking, and made her features appear to be more likely Latina, especially with her tan.
A few dabs of makeup, which she normally eschewed, and the facial bruising was toned down to an acceptable level. She packed up her belongings, carefully stowed the dye materials in an empty plastic clothes bag, and was ready to go.
Jet spent a few minutes wandering around the block where the bus station was located, on the alert for anyone suspicious watching the departures. Other than the usual miscreants that were for some reason drawn to bus depots, she didn’t spot anyone. She approached the ticket counter and bought a ticket – the next coach left in forty-five minutes and would take the rest of the afternoon and much of the evening to get to Caracas, a city of almost seven million and the capital of Venezuela. The international airport there would have flights to almost everywhere in the world, so she would be unlimited in her options.
Which brought her up short. So far, she’d been driven by an imperative to get as far from her pursuers as possible. But then what? She hadn’t formulated a plan yet, preferring to react rather than try to steer events.
That couldn’t last. As she browsed the newspaper rack, part of her mind was mulling over possible next moves.
She glanced at her watch and asked the magazine vendor whether there was an electronics store anywhere nearby. She needed a cell phone. With ten hours to kill on the bus, it would be helpful to be able to get on the internet and research things such as flight schedules. The young woman nodded and pointed to a shop across the street.
Jet was quickly able to find a Nokia with web-browsing capability, which she bought, along with several airtime cards. A late-model bus pulled into the station, and she scooped up her purchases and ran for it. The last thing she wanted to do was miss her ride and spend another day in Carupano. It was too close to Trinidad for comfort.
The door opened, and she stood in line with the other passengers. Thankfully, her seat was only a few back from the driver, so she wouldn’t be sitting by the bathroom for the whole trip. Her luck didn’t completely hold, though, when a mother and three small boys took the seats behind her. One immediately began crying when the other smacked him, and Jet turned around and gave the oblivious mother a dark look. The woman got the message and shifted the little squawker across the aisle then took the seat behind Jet herself.
As the bus bumped along the streets leading to the highway, Jet stuffed tissue in her ears and settled in for the long trip. She had nobody sitting next to her, at least for now, so she closed her eyes and reconciled herself to thinking through her situation and devising a plan.
In order to do so, she needed to understand how whoever was targeting her had located her.
And to do that, she needed to go back down a rabbit hole she thought she’d sealed off forever.
 



Chapter 11
The bus swayed around a gradual curve then straightened out, the steady rumble of its wheels on the weathered asphalt blending with the muted roar of its diesel engine. The odor of spicy food pervaded the cabin as several of the passengers who had made the long trip before opened containers and ate lunch. The driver announced over the speaker that they would be making a ten-minute stop within two hours and that vendors would be selling food there, but the regular travelers preferred to bring their own – for reasons that would shortly become obvious.
Jet opened her eyes and stared at the passing landscape, her mind churning over the ramifications of the attack.
When she had disappeared in a ball of flame in Algiers, her existence had ended. Nobody knew that she was still alive except for David.
Who was also the only person who knew what her final destination had been.
She’d chosen Trinidad because it was far from her stomping grounds in the Middle East. There was basically zero chance on the island of being recognized by someone from her past life. She’d also considered Indonesia or Brazil, but didn’t speak the native tongues so communicating would have been a barrier. Trinidad’s official language was English, although she discovered after arriving that most spoke a Creole mixture in daily life. Jet spoke perfect English without an accent, thanks to her parents – her mom, born in Israel but of half Japanese and half Dominican heritage, had spoken Spanish as well, but always communicated with her father and her in English.
Nobody but David knew she was going to Trinidad, which left three possibilities: he had knowingly betrayed her, or had unknowingly done so…or they had slipped up somehow and someone had found out. The third scenario was impossible – Jet’s knowledge of craft was such that there was no way she could have been followed or traced.
Besides which, as far as the world was concerned she was dead.
That David would breach her confidence was hard to believe. He had no reason to give her up. And she believed that, in his own way, he loved her. Even if much of their attraction had been physical, over time, she had developed powerful feelings for him, and she knew it was mutual.
Then again, he lived in a no-man’s-land of fluid ethics and constant duplicity, where allegiances could shift in a heartbeat and nothing was sure. It was the spymaster’s life, which defined moral ambiguity. Could he have run into a situation where he’d had to divulge that she was alive? Sold her out? Was she nothing more than a pawn in some unknown game he was playing?
Nothing would have surprised Jet after the things she’d witnessed, but the idea of David betraying her didn’t make any sense. Not for the least reason that once she was dead, she was off the board, of interest to no one. That was the whole point of staging the explosion.
No, it didn’t fit.
But she couldn’t be a hundred percent certain that David hadn’t sold her out. And ninety-nine percent wouldn’t cut it. She needed to know for sure.
Her other problem was that she had no idea who had targeted her, or why.
It really could be anyone. Another intelligence service that she’d crossed during one of her missions. Terrorists. Criminal syndicates. A rogue government – she’d operated all over, including missions against Iran, Syria, Sudan, Libya…
The possible list of enemies was considerable and included her own country. The Mossad couldn’t be completely trusted not to have reasons to want her silenced. The team she had belonged to had carried out operations that were in clear violation of international law and would have severely embarrassed anyone associated with it, had all facts become known. Even a hint of the team’s existence would have been political dynamite.
The truth was that trying to figure out who wanted her head was going to be impossible without knowing how they had discovered she was alive, and then how they had found her.
And that led back to David.
As did all roads.
Which didn’t help her much.
Because like her, David was a ghost. Untraceable. His official existence was top secret, and he moved around constantly, never staying in any one place for more than a few weeks. He was ultra-paranoid and cautious – all the same enemies who would have danced in the streets to kill Jet would have also delighted in getting David…and in truth, the list was probably longer.
So it wasn’t like she could knock on his door and confront him. He could be anywhere, although he tended to stay within Israel’s borders. Which didn’t narrow it down much. There were a lot of places to hide if you were motivated and knew how.
And David was an expert at it.
Other than staying alive long enough to understand who wanted her dead, her number one priority would have to be finding David so she could discover the truth.
Whatever it was.
As the bus slowed to negotiate a series of hairpin turns, the child in the seat across the aisle vomited on the floor. The horrified mother rushed to clean it up, but the smell lingered and permeated the cabin. Jet considered stuffing tissue into her nose as well as her ears, but ultimately reconsidered. She was just going to spend a day in hell. There was no way around it.
It wasn’t like she hadn’t spent plenty there before.
She returned to the question of how to find David, but the more she thought about it, the more difficult it seemed.
The only way she could see was through another member of the team. They always had some way of getting in contact with him. They had to in case a mission blew apart. How she would convince a former teammate to divulge David’s contact information would come later – her biggest hurdle wasn’t how to get that piece of info, it was how to find any of them. They, like Jet, lived like nomads and were invisible. None of them had homes. She didn’t even know their real identities, just code names nobody would ever admit existed. Even if she could hack into the Mossad servers, which was nearly impossible, there would be no trail to follow – David made a point of ensuring that nothing could lead back to headquarters. It was part of his cautious personality and the nature of the team.
The bus rolled into the next station a few minutes later. Taking her backpack with her, Jet descended to stretch her legs, relieved to be out of the toxic atmosphere, if only for a brief while.
The food the vendors were selling was so questionable that she bought some potato chips and a bottle of water instead, resigning herself to saving her digestive system until they arrived in Caracas.
When the bus lumbered back onto the highway, an idea came to her with such suddenness it surprised her.
There was one place she could probably find one of the team.
The operative known only as Rain had been in deep cover during the Algerian mission, preventing him from joining them. It was a long-term penetration that had taken him out of the active team for years. She’d connected the dots when she’d been told that Rain wouldn’t be part of the Algiers operation – she’d been part of the insertion group that had set up his cover in Yemen, and had later been sent in for a sanction of a member of the cell he’d penetrated, who Rain had been afraid was suspicious of him. The man in question had suffered an apparent heart attack a few days later, and the problem had been solved.
She might be able to find Rain again if he was still in Yemen. The Mossad wouldn’t pull him out unless it absolutely had to after all the work it had spent on his insertion and cover. Depending on what his assignment was, he might still be there.
It wasn’t much to go on, but it was a place to start.
Jet powered on the cell phone and busied herself searching for flights to get her to the Middle East from Caracas. It looked like her best bet would be through Germany – Frankfurt, then on to Riyadh, then finally to Sana’a, the capital of Yemen. She’d have to spend a day or two in Frankfurt to get a Yemeni visa, but that wouldn’t pose a problem – as the poorest country in the region, any tourist dollars at all were welcomed.
Jet’s memory of the last time she’d been in Sana’a was less than pleasant. The place was a verifiable shithole, filthy and crime-ridden, run by crooks, where misogyny was institutionalized and barbarism was the national pastime.
But if Rain was still there, she could use him to get in contact with David. What happened from there was anyone’s guess.
For the first time in the last forty-eight hours, she felt proactive. It wasn’t standing in the middle of the street with a Heckler and Koch MP7 laying waste to her adversaries, but it was something.
Right now, she’d take it.
 



Chapter 12
Present Day, Sana’a, Yemen
Jet peered through the window of her hotel at the glowing minarets of the Al-Saleh mosque, amazed that such beauty could exist in such a squalid place. The whining buzz of motor scooters and badly abused car engines from the street below had none of the charming musicality of some cities. The traffic sounds here were more akin to buzz saws and tractors – ugly and strident, as if to complement the foulness of the high-altitude desert metropolis.
Getting into Yemen had proved simple – a quick trip to the consulate in Frankfurt had produced a thirty-day visa to travel as she required, although there had been dire warnings about the rebel factions who were in possession of large tracts of the country, and admonishments to stay in the major cities, preferably with a male escort.
Her Belgian cover ID was that of a freelance journalist. She had long ago discovered that nobody really understood or cared what freelance journalists did, and therefore their travel requirements and lifestyles weren’t questioned too closely.
Jet spoke flawless Arabic, which had been a requirement when qualifying for the team. She’d always been fascinated with languages and had spent her childhood and teen years collecting them, as she thought of it. Yet another trait that had made her an attractive candidate for the team – young, angry, multilingual, with a significant physical edge due to martial arts study. It was no wonder that the Mossad had snapped her up when their recruiters had gotten wind of her.
While waiting for her visa in Frankfurt, a city with a substantial Muslim population, she’d been able to get her hands on an abaya, niqab and hijab, the black full body robe, veil and headdress worn by many Yemeni women. She’d worn mannish slacks and a button-up safari shirt for the trip, in keeping with what most would guess a freelance journalist would favor.
Rain had been staying in a building with eight flats near the 26 September Park, and had one that faced onto the street. She had no way of knowing whether he was still there, but she was hopeful that, if he was still in Yemen, he’d kept the one-bedroom apartment.
It was late afternoon by the time she cleared customs and checked into her hotel. It had been over three years since she’d been in Sana’a, but she still remembered the layout of the city well enough to navigate the streets on her own – a dangerous proposition amid the civil unrest that had plagued the capital for the last few years.
Sana’a was even worse than the last time she had been there. The atmosphere was anxious, the stress level palpable. In spite of the façade of cursory civility, this was a city at war, where violence could erupt without warning at any time. There was a substantial military presence on most corners, but instead of being reassuring, the sight of soldiers toting machine guns added to the sense of imminent chaos that seemed a constant. She debated going to Rain’s building that evening, but decided to err on the side of prudence – being out after dark was an invitation to disaster in the current environment.
She’d start early tomorrow and reconnoiter the apartment, taking up a watch, if necessary, until she could be confident that Rain either did or didn’t still live there. It could take days to know definitively, but it was her only lead, and she had few choices – and nothing but time.
Dinner in her room was barely edible, which was not unexpected based on her memory of her prior trips. Fine dining was only one of the many civilities that seemed to have bypassed the grim nation.
The air-conditioning groaned like an old drunk throughout the night, but it kept the room cool enough to sleep so she considered herself lucky.
First thing the next morning, she decked herself out in the abaya and veil and studied her image in the mirror. There was only one more thing to do before she went out. She carefully placed brown-colored contacts in her eyes so that their natural startling green wouldn’t be a giveaway. Doing so was second nature after years in the field.
She walked for three blocks before flagging down a taxi on the dusty street, then had it drop her at the park, opting to walk from there to Rain’s last known apartment so she could reacquaint herself with the area. She approached it from across the street, paying no particular attention to the building – to a casual observer.
As her eyes drifted up to the window on the second floor, the hair on the back of her neck prickled. A cardboard box sat on the table just inside, by the sill – and the shade was pulled halfway down. She kept moving to the end of the block then stopped at a little cutlery store, pretending to study the offerings while she scanned the street more thoroughly. A VW van sat parked fifty yards from the apartment; she could see the driver’s outline but nothing else. All the other cars were empty. Maybe it meant something. Maybe not.
The box was a metaphor from her past. She remembered all of the emergency signals clearly. A box in the window with a half-drawn shade meant danger, abort, return to base.
Then again, it could also have just been that the tenant had left a box sitting on the kitchen table. Not everything was sinister. And she didn’t even know whether Rain still lived there.
The sun baked down on her as she struggled with conflicting impulses. Two sorry-looking pigeons scurried down the gutter, dodging empty soda bottles and food wrappers, the male strutting, ruffling feathers in a mating dance as the uninterested female tried to slip past it and into the allure of the shade.
Getting out of the heat wasn’t a bad idea, she reasoned. She needed to do something. She couldn’t stand there all day.
She was just talking herself into taking another walk past the building, this time on the same side of the street so she could see the names on the battered mailbox slots, when the front of the flat disintegrated in a blast of stone and glass. The concussion from the explosion rocked her – she clutched the wall for support, ears ringing from the detonation. She shook her head, attempting to clear it as she watched smoke belch from the smoldering cavity, where moments before she’d been looking at a window.
A window with a box.
The van’s engine roared, and it barreled down the street at her. As it approached, she caught a glimpse of two men. Thin, both obviously natives, hair closely cropped, bearded. The van passed her vantage point, and she noted that it didn’t have plates – not unusual in a city where nobody paid anything they could avoid, but to her, a telltale.
A crowd gathered as rubberneckers emptied out of the surrounding dwellings to survey the damage and watch the show. Another woman edged next to her and asked in a soft voice what had happened. Jet shook her head, feigning ignorance.
No good would come from her remaining there. She needed to leave. Leave the street with its burning wreckage, and leave Yemen as soon as possible.
Get back to base.
The sign had been clear, there to warn whoever Rain had been working with.
Jet’s mind churned furiously, trying to remember where base had been for the Yemen operation. It had been a while ago, but the memories came back to her. Base had been a small home on the outskirts of Pardes Hanna-Karkur in Israel, near Netanya. One of a number of safe houses David used – he’d told her that he had dozens at his disposal and moved between them depending upon what operation was active at the moment. When he didn’t have anything on the board, he simply disappeared. Nobody knew where. It was during those down times that he and Jet would rendezvous, but never in the same place twice.
After a mission went sideways, the likelihood was that he would be at the designated house to collect the pieces and debrief anyone who made it out. Jet had no idea how large a group was now working the Yemen assignment, but after three and a half years, it had to be more than just Rain. An asset wouldn’t have been kept in place for that length of time if it wasn’t important, which meant that the intelligence he was gathering was critical. And operations rarely came apart like this, so when one imploded, David would need to know why.
Which was the opportunity she’d been hoping for.
After the cab dropped her off at her hotel, she veered down the street to an internet café she’d spotted the prior day. Within ten minutes, she had confirmed she could get a flight out of Yemen the following morning to Jordan, and then take a bus across the border. It was a long and circuitous route to get into Israel, but she knew from experience that it was the only practical way to avoid the facial recognition software the Mossad used at airport immigration.
With any luck, she could be at the safe house by tomorrow afternoon. Then, hopefully, she would get some answers.
~ ~ ~
Jet’s trip to Israel was long and uneventful, with the border crossing a tedious marathon – crowded and chaotic, barely controlled pandemonium as three busses arrived five minutes apart, the passengers all rushing to get to the head of the line to avoid the long wait in the heat.
When she arrived in Jerusalem, she rented a car. Once clear of the city, the trip to Pardes Hanna-Karkur took only an hour and a half. She pulled into town at four o’clock in the afternoon, the sun’s relentless roasting almost over for the day.
Jet had been to the safe house only once following her insertion mission in Yemen, doing her mandatory debriefing before leaving to take a welcome three-day hiatus in nearby Netanya with David. Even though it had been three and a half years, her recollection of the area was fresh – her memory for geography a skill she’d honed in her training.
A soldier stopped her as she pulled onto the small cul-de-sac where the house was located. She rolled down the window as he peered from under the brim of his hat.
“I’m sorry. Street’s closed. You need to turn around.”
“Oh. Why? What happened?” Jet batted her eyes and tried a tentative smile on the young man.
“I really can’t say. You just can’t drive any further. I’m sorry. Those are my orders.”
“Damn. I mean, I wanted to see if my friend was home, but I suppose that’s out of the question now?” Her eyes darted to the dwelling at the end of the little street. Two of the cars in front of it were riddled with bullet holes, and a third had burned to a husk. The entire perimeter of the lot was cordoned off with yellow tape and was swarming with police and military.
“You could try calling.”
“She doesn’t like to use the phone. Never answers it, so trying would be pointless. Are you sure I can’t just sneak by?”
The young soldier stiffened. “I think you should turn your car around and leave. This is a crime scene. The street is closed to all traffic, pedestrian or otherwise, for at least the rest of the day.”
So much for charming her way through.
“Okay, okay. I’m going.”
She’d seen enough – obvious evidence of an assault on the house. If David had been there, he wouldn’t be any more. The house was blown. But she needed to find out what had happened. Had he been inside? Had he been killed? Wounded?
Jet reversed and executed a three-point turn, then drove out of the neighborhood and kept going until she came to a market. She pulled into the lot and parked, needing time to think. This was all unraveling too quickly – and now her one lead to David was gone. All the effort, the trip to Yemen, the trek into Israel, in vain. But none of it made sense. Who would dare attack a Mossad safe house on Israeli turf? What was the objective? She couldn’t recall anything even remotely like it happening before, and a buzz of anxiety started in her stomach. This was uncharted territory, and as far as she knew, there was no precedent. Which was bad, because in her travels she’d thought there was nothing she hadn’t seen. And that meant that there could be more surprises lying in wait. Deadly ones she might not see coming.
She didn’t know too many ways she could get more information other than trying to hack into the military’s computers to get information on the attack. Even with her skills, the Mossad’s would be impossible to breach, and the military’s wouldn’t be that much easier – which left the police. Local cops were likely to have only meager security on their servers – child’s play for someone of her abilities. Judging by the number of police at the scene, it wouldn’t be that hard to find any report that had been filed. She would just need a good system, a fast internet connection, and time.
She drove half an hour to Tel Aviv and found a large electronics store, and within twenty minutes was the proud owner of a new state-of-the-art laptop. A nearby specialty coffee shop advertised free wireless internet; she found a quiet corner away from the boisterous teenagers hanging out by the entrance and plugged in her new toy.
Forty-five minutes later, she was in the police network and reading the preliminary report on the house.
A call had come in at four forty-two a.m. from a frantic neighbor. Gunfire, explosions, screaming. All units scrambled, the first arriving in seven minutes to find the house empty and four unidentified males dead outside. A car was burning, its gas tank ruptured, and tire tracks suggested that a vehicle had driven off at high speed. One of the other neighbors reported that his dog had lunged at the back door and gone crazy when a figure ran past. He’d caught a quick glimpse; it was the man who owned the house that had been attacked. Forensics later found blood droplets consistent with a wound of some sort. Then the military had taken over the case, and the Mossad arrived shortly thereafter. End of report.
So David had been there, had been hurt, but had escaped.
And the Mossad was in the mix and had clamped a lid on it.
Which they could effectively maintain for as long as necessary by claiming national security interests were involved.
Now Jet had even more questions than answers.
Who had attacked the house? What did they want? If it was to kill David, as Rain had been killed, then why? Was it the same group? Terrorists? Or someone else? And was David okay? Wounded, yes, but how badly?
Whether she liked it or not, she needed more information than the report offered. It would mean hacking the military network to scan for any admissions to military hospitals in the last sixteen hours. That was too big a project for her to bite off – she could do it, but she didn’t have the tools or the time to devote to covering her tracks and doing nothing but trying to hack her way in.
But she knew someone who did.
She typed in a series of keystrokes and sent an e-mail to an account she had committed to memory. Moriarty – a hacker she had never met, but who had come in handy in the past on delicate assignments where discretion was required. David had given her the contact years ago when she had needed specialized computer work done on one of her missions, but wasn’t in a position to do it herself. Since then, she’d used the hacker three times, and each had been impressive.
But not cheap.
Moriarty replied to her ping within two minutes. A dialog box popped up on her screen.
[What’s shaking? Long time no talk.]
[Yup. Got a gig. You busy?] Jet typed.
[For you? Never.]
[I need you to track and report to me admissions at every military hospital in Israel for gunshot, trauma, stabbing or other wounds. I don’t need routine admissions for illness. Just trauma.]
[Are you serious?]
[Yup.]
[Gonna cost.]
[Figures. How much?]
[When do you need it?]
[Now.]
Twenty seconds dragged out.
[Fifteen grand. I’ll have it within an hour, two, tops.]
[OK. Banks are closed. Wire tomorrow?]
[Sure. You’re cool.]
[Good luck.]
[Luck has nothing to do with it.]
The dialog box disappeared, the discussion over.
Jet closed the computer and powered it down. She didn’t want to linger there on the off chance someone from the police had noticed the breach of their network and somehow traced the IP address.
She drove to the water and found a restaurant she hadn’t been to in years. Looking at her watch, she saw that she had an hour and forty minutes to kill, so she ordered dinner and settled in, forcing herself to be patient.
The sun set, and the city’s lights twinkled off the sea as she digested the day’s events.
David attacked at a top secret safe house.
Injured.
Whatever this was, she’d never heard of anything like it in her life.
 



Chapter 13
“I have good news and bad news, sir.”
Grigenko sighed. “Give me the bad news first.”
“The Mossad case officer got away. But he is wounded. It is just a matter of time until we find him. I’ve got all our contacts working on it, and you know we have pull in the Mossad,” Yuri said.
Grigenko considered that.
“You say that you wounded him?”
“Yes, sir. And we are monitoring the police communications, the military hospitals and the civilian hospitals. It shouldn’t be long until he turns up, then we’ll finish him.”
“Why is it that every time you go up against one of these operatives you have excuses instead of results?” Grigenko demanded.
Yuri said nothing for a few seconds. “I’ll call as soon as I have something to report.” Grigenko hung up. What was it about this group that they were having so much trouble killing them? He’d never had so much difficulty. Usually he told Yuri who to target, paid him whatever he asked, and the target disappeared. Simple. Effective. No surprises.
Then suddenly the woman destroys one of the most lethal wet teams on the planet, and now a desk jockey escapes a straightforward hit?
None of this was complicated.
Find them. Kill them.
Easy.
Only apparently not.
A part of him wanted to crush his enemies like bugs, but another part told him not to worry about the details. The plan was far bigger than these two minor nuisances. And Yuri was right. Nobody could hide forever. They would turn up, and when they did, they would be eliminated.
Grigenko rubbed his face, feeling the stubble on his chin, and realized he had been in his penthouse office for ten straight hours.
Enough. It was time to relax, unwind, get something to eat. He buzzed his assistant and told her to have the car ready.
Yuri could handle the loose ends. And if he didn’t, there were more Yuris out there.
~ ~ ~
Jet found another wireless hot spot after dinner and checked back in. Moriarty had delivered, but the result hadn’t helped. There had been no hospital admissions that matched David.
She was now fifteen thousand dollars poorer and dead in the water.
The hacker agreed to keep monitoring and alert her if anything surfaced, but her longshot had just gotten way longer, and she wasn’t hopeful.
Yawning, she realized that she needed to get a room somewhere. There wasn’t anything more she could think of doing that night, so all that remained was to wait and see what surfaced the following day.
One of the motels near the highway looked clean enough, and the manager didn’t seem to be interested in niggling details like identification – he was just happy to take her cash. She tromped up the stairs to her room overlooking the parking lot and quickly unpacked, then took a long shower and tried to decompress. There was no point staying up all night, worrying at the situation. After a decent night’s sleep, maybe something would occur to her.
It only took five hours.
She sat bolt upright in the bed and stared at the clock, heart trip-hammering as her mind raced, sure that she’d had a breakthrough. She reached across the end table and grabbed a bottle of water, mulling over the best way to proceed. Whether or not she was right, it was too late to do anything about it until daylight.
The rest of the night went by slowly, and she found herself tossing and turning, trying to get comfortable, frowning at her watch’s minute hand as it inched toward morning.
~ ~ ~
Rani Stein scratched his head as he exited his modest home in Haifa, moving like a man far older than his thirty-eight years. The son of an accountant and a seamstress, he’d spent his life in sedentary pursuits, and the lack of exercise was evident in his weight as well as his energy level. Rani was over three hundred pounds, none of it muscle. His main problem was that he liked to eat. A lot. More than almost anything in the world. This had interfered with his social life, resulting in his remaining a bachelor long after most of his peers had tied the knot.
“Mrs. Veldt! Good morning!” he called agreeably to his neighbor, a feisty seventy-year-old, who was already out in her front garden trying to coax life into her sickly collection of plants.
“Good morning to you, too, Rani. And how are you this beautiful day?”
“Never better, Mrs. Veldt, never better.”
Rani trundled to his sensible sedan and opened the door, tossing his briefcase into the passenger seat before wedging himself behind the wheel.
“You go cure someone today, do you hear?” the old woman called to him.
“I will. You can count on that!” he replied with false cheer, then shut the door and started the car.
He backed out of his driveway with customary care, slowly, methodically, as he did everything in life.
Rani didn’t notice the car a hundred yards down the street as it joined him on his eight-minute journey to his office building. Even if someone had pointed it out to him, he wouldn’t have been concerned. Rani was a man who bore nobody a grudge, and who had gone through life without making any enemies. The last thing he would have believed possible was that he could be in any sort of danger.
He made it to his office parking lot in good time. As he closed his door, he sensed a presence immediately behind him, and turned as quickly as his girth would allow. Facing him was an extraordinarily beautiful woman with a neutral expression on her face.
“Rani?”
“Hmm. Yes? And who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”
“Do you have a moment?” she asked, ignoring the question.
“Well, hmm, actually not. I have patients waiting…”
“Then I’ll be brief. I need to know when you last saw David, and where.” Jet spoke softly, eyes roving over the other vehicles in the lot to confirm they were alone.
Rani had a terrible poker face.
“David? I…I don’t understand. What are you talking about?” he stammered.
“Rani. I know David. We’re…close. I know he’s hurt, and I know you’re his friend,” she explained. “And I know you’re a doctor.”
He blanched. “There’s no law against being a doctor…”
“True. But David’s in trouble, and I need to find him.”
“I told you I have no ide–”
“Cut the shit, Rani. You went to university together, and he was your roommate. He told me about you. That’s how I know,” she explained.
He seemed surprised, but relaxed a little.
“Oh, that David? He – he told you about that?”
“Like I said. We’re close.”
Rani swallowed, his fleshy throat bobbing in a walrus-like manner.
“He warned me not to tell anyone, under any circumstances.”
So Rani did know where he was.
“David didn’t realize I was going to show up.”
He eyed her warily. “Look, assuming I knew how to get in touch with him…let’s say I could call him or something. Who would I say was asking for him?”
She debated forcing him into the car, but thought better of it. Perhaps a little gentle persuasion would be more effective. She could always use more drastic methods later if he didn’t cooperate.
“Tell him ‘his angel’ is looking for him. Describe me to him.” She debated saying more, but decided against it. “I’ll see you later, Rani – have an answer for me when I do. I’d hate for this to deteriorate into something unpleasant, but it will if you don’t tell me where to find him. You have one hour.”
He nodded, beads of sweat beginning to form on his brow.
Jet turned and walked away, Rani staring at her as she left. He shook his head and muttered to himself, then felt in his jacket for his cell. He dialed a number then spoke in a hushed voice as he slowly approached his office.
 



Chapter 14
Terry Brandt swiveled his Herman Miller Aeron chair around and leaned back, rubbing his face with both hands before groaning softly and rising, his prosthetic leg making a small clicking sound as he did so. He needed to get it adjusted again, he decided as he surveyed the maudlin decorations of his office. The linoleum under his feet popped in the loose spot that always annoyed him, and he made his one thousandth mental note to have it repaired, then scooped up a folder on his desk and pulled his tie tight before setting off for the meeting room.
The air was always a perfect sixty-eight degrees in this section of CIA headquarters in Langley, day or night, summer or winter. It made his wardrobe easy – medium-weight suits, one hundred percent cotton long-sleeved shirts, wingtips. Terry prized consistency and simplicity, and derived satisfaction from the thought that he had his entire career’s clothing already purchased, and could put that chore behind him for the rest of his life.
Oliver Cummins was waiting for him when he strode through the door with his signature lopsided gait and sat at the oval cherry wood table. Oliver was dressed carefully, as usual, in a tan suit and pale blue shirt with yellow tie, his curly black hair graying, giving him a vaguely Denzel Washington look absent any of the good humor or charm. An analyst sat on either side of Oliver, who took every opportunity to trumpet his position in the hierarchy by dragging personnel around and forcing them to sit through hour-long conferences that could have been knocked out in an e-mail in minutes.
Terry did his best to maintain a neutral expression while he waited patiently for Oliver to begin his questions. Of course, it was never that simple. There was inevitably a lengthy oration that rehashed all known facts before he got to the point.
Surprisingly, this time Oliver varied from the predictable script.
“Terry. The Belize situation – the assassination. What do you make of it?” Oliver began without any of the usual pomp. Terry was momentarily taken aback, but quickly recovered.
“We’re still trying to figure out what group is responsible. It’s unclear since nobody’s taking credit, but the suspects are all the usual ones. Disgruntled business interests. Criminal syndicates. Political enemies.”
“Other than it could have been anyone, have we been able to make any progress narrowing it down?” Oliver countered.
“I’m afraid not. I have someone working it, but as you know, the death of a minor functionary in a fourth world Central American backwater hardly justifies a full-court press.”
“What about assets on the ground?”
“We have a few friendlies that gather information for us from time to time, but nobody permanent. Again, it’s a question of priorities and strategic value.”
Oliver glanced at the analyst on his right, a birdlike young woman with hair the color of wet straw and darting, slightly bulging eyes that belied a thyroid issue. She cleared her throat.
“Malcolm Foxweather was the assistant petroleum minister for Belize. The current administration appointed him almost four years ago, and he looked good to hold the position for the duration. He had no known affiliation with any criminal factions, and was an unremarkable bureaucrat, with the notable exception that he had a reputation for honest dealings – something all too rare in that area of the world, I think we’d all agree.” Oliver made a hurry up gesture to her with his hand. “His murder is currently listed as unsolved, and the local police have no leads. No replacement has been named.” She closed her manila folder and sat back.
Terry didn’t like how the meeting was shaping up. Why the hell was Oliver having his staff dig around in this? Was he missing some larger play here?
“Yes, he was the world’s last honest man,” Terry agreed. “None of which affords us any illumination on why he was killed, or who pulled the trigger.”
“Terry, you know I try to take a hands-off approach,” Oliver began in his best reassuring tone, “and I don’t want to be backseat driving on your turf, but I’ve been receiving pressure to take a harder look at the shooting. Belize has no history of this sort of violence, and certain factions in our power structure have expressed concern that this could be some kind of a move by the Mexican cartels to destabilize the government so they can make inroads there.”
So that’s what this was all about. Laurel Rodgers, Oliver’s superior, had a thing for the cartels and saw Mexicans conniving behind every palm tree in Central America. She had nothing to do this week so the trickle-down effect of wild goose chasing was making itself felt.
Terry slowly shook his head. “I’m extremely sensitive to any possible cartel involvement. But this has none of their signature on it. This was one bullet, no clues, clean. When the cartels target someone, they generally go in and mow him down in a hail of lead. There’s no subtlety to it. Or he shows up beheaded by the side of the road. No, while we’re keeping our eyes open to that possibility, this looks more like some sort of an internal power struggle. Or it could be something more mundane – a jealous husband with a hunting rifle, or someone who tried to bribe him but got rebuffed. The truth is that we have no idea what’s going on down there, but nothing has changed politically since the shooting, so it’s a non-issue from that standpoint. Besides which, it’s not like Belize is Saudi Arabia. Their oil reserves are tiny compared to Mexico or Venezuela, and they’re dwarfed by ours…”
“Again, I’m not trying to get into your sandbox here.”
“May I ask why you’re devoting some of your staff’s considerable talents to a parallel examination of this event?” Terry asked, eyeing the blonde as he did so.
“I want to be able to say that I have full confidence that no stone’s been left unturned, Terry. Nothing more. I’m not questioning your group’s diligence or competence.” Oliver had started down the more familiar political-speak Terry was used to. Reassurances and deflection – the tools of the career bureaucrat.
“Very good, then. I’m on it, we’re focusing on the developing situation and are actively working every angle. I’ll ensure you’re kept in the loop as we move forward. I didn’t want to bury you in minutiae, but if you’re interested in the case, by all means…” Terry offered.
“Do that, Terry. I’m sure this will blow over in no time, but I’m getting heat, which means more pressure on you. No hard feelings.”
Terry’s stomach churned as he made his way back to his office. Out of all the possible things that could have drawn Oliver’s interest, why did it have to be this? The man was a boob, but a dangerous one. He had the reputation of being a snake, and Terry had seen firsthand how that could manifest as trouble for his rivals and subordinates.
Terry had thought he had the situation under control, and now Oliver stumbles onto the scene like a bull shopping for chinaware.
He’d have to be disarmed, but delicately.
When he got back to his office, he shut the door, activated his scrambled phone and dialed a number from memory.
~ ~ ~
“Doctor Stein? You have a call on line one.” Rani’s secretary always used a modulated voice, conveying tranquility and calm.
Rani frowned and put down his pen, pushing the small pile of examination notes and patient files to the side. He punched the intercom button.
“I’m kind of busy right now. Who is it?”
“She said to tell you Golda was on the phone.”
Golda was his late mother’s name.
Rani picked up the handset and depressed the blinking line. “Yes?”
“Gabe’s. Five minutes,” Jet said.
Gabe’s was a delicatessen two blocks away.
Rani began sweating. He hated deadlines of any kind. Had since he was a child. He always felt like someone was imposing their will on him, controlling him, when he had a deadline, and it rankled.
Rani had spent two years in therapy exploring this and other issues, with no clearly defined resolution. He still hated them, still got anxious, and had added self-loathing to the mix now that he fully apprehended how silly hating deadlines was – another reflection of a fatal flaw in his character to accompany his inability to control his appetite. He abandoned the comfort of his desk and moved his considerable bulk through his office door to the reception area.
“I’m stepping out for a soda. You want anything?” he asked his pert young secretary.
“Thank you, Doctor. No, I’m fine. Remember you have Mister Solberg in fifteen minutes.”
“How could I forget Artie? I’ll be right back. Like lightning. Like Ali.” He threw a few air punches that looked more like a bear swatting at a beehive than the famous boxer.
She returned her gaze to the computer screen without comment.
Rani reached his car and unlocked it, taking care to fasten his seatbelt before backing out of his reserved stall. After pulling out of the parking lot, he coasted to a stop at a light one block away and tried some of the self-talk his therapist had recommended. There is nothing to be anxious about. You have all the time in the world. This is your movie, and everyone else is just a spectator.
The light changed, and he rolled forward, careful with the gas. Within another minute, he was at Gabe’s.
He waited outside, wondering what was expected of him, and then decided that he might as well get a snack. A guy had to eat. No point in letting his energy wane.
Inside, he was browsing the chip selection when Jet sidled up beside him.
“Rani. What have you got for me?”
“He’s not in great shape, but he wants to see you. Here’s the address. It’s a cottage in one of the suburbs. Been in my family for years. He said to knock on the door the same way you used to.” He slipped a small piece of folded paper to her in what he imagined was sterling spycraft, eyes roving around the empty deli as he did so.
She wordlessly took the paper and unfolded it.
“Got directions? How do I get there from here?” Jet asked as she read the note.
So much for Rani’s vision of how a clandestine rendezvous would work.
“Head to the main boulevard three blocks north and make a left toward the sea, go down until you hit a big supermarket on the right, make a right at the next street. It’s three blocks down. Can’t miss it.” Rani paused, studying her face. “It was nice meeting you. I wish it was under better circumstances.” He tried a smile.
“How badly hurt is he?”
“Gut shot. I had to do some fast and complicated surgery, but he should recover, with a little luck. All I had was local anesthetic in the office. The pain must have been incredible…”
“He’s always struck me as brave about things like that.”
“Not always. If he cut himself shaving when we roomed together he’d cry like a newborn.” Rani hesitated. “That was a while ago, I guess.”
“You’re a true friend. Now do yourself a favor, Rani. Forget you ever met me. Don’t tell anyone about me, or about David. Your life depends on you knowing nothing. Whoever shot David is still out there. You don’t want any part of this.”
And then she was gone, leaving only a lingering fragrance of clean, sweet skin.
 



Chapter 15
The little house was unremarkable, one of countless bungalows in the neighborhood, close enough to the beach to smell the salt air. She found a parking place on a side street and performed her customary stealthy perusal of the area to ensure there were no obvious threats – no suspicious vehicles, no questionable loiterers. This kind of area was a nightmare for counter-surveillance, with few places to hide and a lot of single and multi-story buildings with plenty of windows, any of which could hold a watcher or a sniper. She adjusted her new sun hat and oversized dark sunglasses, and ambled slowly down the sidewalk, past the cottage and to the corner, where she ducked into a market and bought a half-liter bottle of mineral water. When she emerged, she took her time drinking it, eyes methodically scoping out the block from behind her colored lenses.
Satisfied that the area was clean, she approached the front door, taking note of the tiny all-weather camera mounted under the eave. Two soft knocks. A pause. One louder.
She listened for any sound, but heard nothing. Then a voice from inside, barely audible, but distinctive.
“It’s open.”
Reaching down to twist the knob, she took a deep breath. After three years and traveling halfway around the world, the moment of truth had finally arrived.
Jet stepped into the dimly-lit entry foyer and closed the door behind her. David’s voice called to her from the living room.
“Lock it.”
She did as instructed, then turned, moving to where he was waiting for her.
Sunlight filtered through the translucent curtain, framing David’s silhouette as he sat in an easy chair, facing her, holding a Glock. Next to him was a computer screen with two application windows open, grainy images of the front and rear of the building flickering – Rani’s amateur security system, she presumed. She squinted and raised her hand to remove her hat and sunglasses – he motioned with the gun.
“Slowly.”
She took the glasses off, dropping them on the coffee table that sat between them.
“Nice to see you, too,” she said. “Now what?”
“That depends. What brings you to my neck of the woods?”
“I was attacked. I want answers.”
“Well, we have that in common.” He regarded the couch to her right. “Sit down.” Not so much an invitation as an order.
She did as instructed and took in his appearance. His face was pale and drawn, but other than that, he was the same David she’d last seen – a few days before she’d disappeared in a bright flash on the streets of Algiers.
“How did you think to find me through Rani?”
“I went by the safe house. Cops and army everywhere. Figured you’d need a friend.” She shrugged. “Which you do, from where I’m sitting.”
“Ah.”
“How long are you going to point that thing at me like I’m here to kill you?”
“Until I know you aren’t here to kill me.”
“David. Please. If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead. All due respect, you’re no match for me in the field.” She smiled tentatively. “So why don’t we cut the bullshit and you tell me what’s going on?”
The pistol wavered, and he put it on the arm of his chair and sighed, closing his eyes. He’d obviously used up considerable resources just holding it on her.
“You look like shit. How badly wounded are you?” she asked.
“Bad enough. Hit in the stomach. I didn’t need those three feet of intestines anyway, I guess. Rani stitched me back up and says I’ll be good as new, soon.”
“Who did this to you, David?”
He shook his head. “A good question. I have my suspicions.”
“I was in Yemen. Rain’s flat exploded while I was standing outside of it.”
“You were in Yemen? Ah, then that’s how you knew about the safe house,” David said, calculating rapidly.
“Yes.”
“I saw on the news about your adventure on the island. Looks like you took enough scalps to make them think twice about the wisdom of coming after you, though.”
“That’s why I’m here, David. I want to know who’s after me, and why, and how they found out I’m still alive. The only one who knew was you.” She spoke evenly, no inflection, but the accusation hung in the air all the same.
He opened his eyes. “That’s true. And I have an apology to make. I was stupid and sentimental. Careless. I’m sorry. I should have known better…” His voice lost volume as he visibly deflated right in front of her. His last words trailed off, and his head sank onto his chest.
She rose and moved to his side, surreptitiously slipping her palmed knife into the back pocket of her jeans, then put a cool hand on his face.
“You need to rest. I’ll help you to the bedroom. We can talk later.”
He nodded, out of it, and she eased him up, supporting him as they shuffled to the end of the hall and entered the bedroom. She lowered him onto the unmade bed, pushing the IV stand out of the way, and gently unbuttoned his shirt, avoiding dislodging the cannula taped in place in his left arm as she pulled the sleeves off. She hung it across the back of a nearby chair, noticing the bullet hole in the lower section of the fabric, the bloodstain obvious even after someone had tried to wash it out. His eyes opened with a flicker of pain, and she held up the end of the IV tube with raised eyebrows.
He nodded again.
She slipped the line into place and flipped the bag open. David’s eyes closed one last time, and his breathing became deeper. The stitches on the left side of his stomach were ugly, as was the discoloration around them, but his abdomen was only slightly swollen. She caught sight of a syringe and two vials and picked one up, raising it into the dim light so she could read the label. Morphine, half full. No doubt through the IV. That figured.
She returned to the front room and checked the Glock – a 23, she noted by the .40 caliber rounds in the magazine – then slipped the chain lock into place on the front door. Glancing around, she spotted a chair in the tiny dining room, which she quickly wedged under the doorknob.
The windows were the only other point of entry, but after a cursory inspection to ensure that they were all locked, she realized there wasn’t anything more she could do to secure them. She pulled the shades down, darkening the rooms, and after a survey of the refrigerator’s contents to confirm that there was enough nourishment in the flat to last a few days, she returned to the bedroom with the gun and settled into a padded chair in the corner, listening to the sound of David’s steady breathing: only slightly labored, any discomfort eased by the narcotic drip that was helping his body recover from the battering it had endured.
~ ~ ~
When David awoke, it was early evening. Jet raised her head and studied him from her vantage point in the chair.
He tried to get up, with difficulty.
“Do you need help?” she asked.
He nodded. “I want to use the bathroom.”
She disconnected the IV and supported him as they shuffled to the door. He gave her a pained grimace.
“I can take it from here.”
“It’s not like I haven’t seen the goods before, but okay. Scream if you need anything.”
A few minutes later, the door opened, and he stepped out, still weak.
“How’s it going?” she asked.
“So-so. Rani told me to stay in bed. But it’s not every day that I have company over, so I thought I’d at least greet you…”
“With a forty-caliber welcome mat. Very touching.”
“It’s been a while.”
“Not that long.”
He returned to the bed and slid back onto it with a sigh of relief.
“Can you eat yet?”
“Given the injury, Rani suggested I stick to liquids for the first three days. Nothing too acidic. Vegetable and mild fruit juices blended with some of the protein powder and yogurt he’s got in the fridge.”
“Makes sense. He’s got enough food to sustain a small army in the cupboards, so you’re good.”
David smiled again. “Rani never liked to go hungry.”
“I know. I met him, remember?”
“That’s right. I’m sorry. I’m sort of out of it.”
“I noticed. But, David? We need to talk.”
“I know.”
“Maybe we can start with who attacked me.”
“I wish I knew. I have a suspicion, but that’s all it is.”
“Care to share?”
He reached out and grasped the hanging plastic tube and reconnected the IV.
“Later. I need to do some more thinking…but the ones that came for me spoke Russian. I heard one of them call out for help.”
“Russian?”
“I know. It doesn’t make a lot of sense. But it will.”
“Will?”
He was starting to fade again.
“Can you please change the IV bag when it runs dry? Probably in another few hours.”
“What would you do if I wasn’t here?” she asked.
“Rani is coming by after work. He’s supposed to be here by seven this evening to check on me.”
Just then, she heard the front door push open against the chair.
She grabbed the Glock and dashed into the living room, where a quick glimpse at the screen confirmed that Rani was on the stoop. “Coming,” she called, then moved down the hall to the entrance, slipping the gun into the waist of her jeans and pulling her shirt over it. She removed the chair and unlocked the chain.
Rani pushed his way in a few seconds later, a bag of groceries in one hand and his physician’s bag in the other. She wordlessly took the food from him and carried it to the kitchen as he walked to the bedroom.
A few minutes later, he returned.
“How is he?” she asked.
“Healing. There’s a danger of sepsis, and he shouldn’t move any more than necessary for another forty-eight hours, and then slowly. The good news is that he’s in remarkable physical shape.”
“How long will he be on the morphine?”
“He can start easing off it tomorrow. Pain is the worst during the first twenty-four hours following the surgery. From here, it should get more tolerable. But bear in mind, I had to cut part of his guts out.”
“That’s the technical term?”
Rani smiled.
“There isn’t a lot anyone can do for him now, except wait. Time will heal him or kill him. My money is on a recovery.” Rani got a glass of water in the kitchen and then headed to the door. “I’ll be back tomorrow. If he starts presenting with a fever, call me – that could be infection, and we need to keep a close watch on it. Beyond that, try to keep him down and resting.”
“Is there anything else I can do?”
He scowled as he opened the door and stepped out.
“Pray.”
 



Chapter 16
The next morning, Jet blended breakfast for them both – a combination of bananas, milk and yogurt – and brought the concoction into David’s room. He was still out of it, although his eyes seemed a bit clearer. They sipped their sustenance in silence, and then Jet took the empty glasses back to the kitchen and rejoined him.
“Rani said he would come by again today to take a look at you.”
“I remember.”
“Do you remember where you said you would tell me what the hell is going on?”
“Sort of. That part is a little fuzzier.”
“See if this helps. Someone attacked me on the island where I was living, which nobody knew about except for you. I killed nine of them, but they kept on coming. I figured out pretty quickly that you were the only one who could have told them where I was, so I went to Yemen to find Rain – the only member of the team I thought I had a decent chance of locating. I had just gotten there when he was killed in front of me, but not before leaving the return to base signal. So then I snuck into Israel, only to discover you’d been attacked as well. Does that jog your memory at all?”
David looked at her and nodded.
“I originally thought that it was the terrorist cell Rain had infiltrated that killed him, but now I’m not so sure.”
“Why?”
“Because someone killed the other members of the team within a day of his execution.”
Jet’s eyes widened. “They’re all dead? Everyone?”
“Correct. Someone eliminated a group that doesn’t officially exist, and that only a handful of top brass knew about. I found out about the others as information was coming in about Rain. It looks like it was a coordinated strike carried out by professionals.” David paused, frowning. “I have no idea how they tracked them down. Their locations and identities were secret.”
“Good Lord…”
“Then they came for me. To a safe house that nobody knew about. Loaded for bear. It’s only because I got lucky I was able to escape. The plan was for me to be dead, too. I took a bunch of them out, but two survived. So they know I’m still alive.”
“And you have no idea who these people are?”
“Like I said, the only thing I know for sure is that one of the group that tried to kill me was Russian. Probably all of them because he was speaking it into his radio. Did you get a good look at the men who attacked you?”
“They could have been Russian. All Caucasian.”
“So that fits. But it doesn’t mean that the Russian government is trying to terminate us. A lot of ex-Spetsnaz signed on for mercenary work once the wall came down, and that’s still one of the largest sources of mercenaries in the world.”
“Where does that leave us?”
“I’ve got to get healthy enough to be able to put out feelers to some of my non-Mossad contacts. But I can’t rule out that the team was terminated by someone in the Mossad, either.”
“Why would the agency we all worked for want to terminate everyone?”
“I don’t know. But the cleanest way of ensuring there are no loose ends to embarrass you is to end the project permanently, including all personnel.”
“Did you get a foreshadowing of anything like that?”
“No. But there’s always been an elephant in the room when it comes to the team. Operating hit squads on foreign soil, sometimes of friendly nations…to say that it would be embarrassing is an understatement. It would be disastrous for the current administration as well as the nation. I could think of a lot of people who would sleep better if it all just went away. Do I think Mossad is behind this? No. Is it possible? Anything is in this business. You should know that.” He was tiring again, eyes beginning to droop closed. He forced himself back to consciousness with an effort.
“There’s still the question of how they knew I was alive. How they knew where to find me,” she said softly.
“A month ago my condo was robbed. I hadn’t been there for about a week – I was running an op. Nobody knew about it – nobody – I’d only had it for six months, and I used a cutout ID to rent it. Anyway, my neighbor called the police, and by the time I made it into town, a lot of people had been through it: the crime scene techs, the police, the robbers. I’m thinking that they got the information on you when it was robbed. On the rest of the team, I suspect a mole within the agency…but no information existed anywhere about you being alive, nor about your location, so the robbery is the only answer I can come up with.”
“Why didn’t you try to warn me?”
“It never occurred to me. A few items were stolen – the stereo, some cash, a laptop computer, but there wasn’t anything else missing. The problem is that I wasn’t thinking about you when I was burgled.”
She moved around the bed to stare directly into his eyes.
“What did they find?”
“The postcard you sent. I kept it. It was stupid. Sentimental, I suppose. It was on my refrigerator. My guess is that they took photos of everything – you know how that works – and then somehow cracked the encryption on the laptop. It was military grade, supposedly unbreakable, but who knows?”
“You kept the postcard? But it was blank.”
“I know. And I didn’t have anything operational on the computer. But I think there might have been a few files related to my planning for your untimely demise. That’s the only thing that makes any sense. I’m the only one who knew about you, and I haven’t said a word, so it all leads back to someone staging a robbery and devoting insane levels of resources to finding a dead woman.”
She stared at a point on the wall, a thousand miles away.
“So they can kill her.”
David closed his eyes, exhausted.
“I can only think of one group, one man, who is Russian and would want you dead that badly. But then why eliminate everyone on the team? That’s the puzzle.”
“Who, David? Who are you thinking?”
“Mikhail Grigenko. He’s a Russian oligarch. Worth billions. He’s basically synonymous with the Russian oil industry, as well as the Russian mob. But he’d have no way of knowing about the team, much less want to have them executed. I could see how he would want you and me, but not everyone…”
“I don’t understand. Why would this Grigenko want to have me executed? What did I ever do to him? I’ve never operated in Russia except for that extraction – the diplomat we rescued from the extremists. What would the mob or some oil billionaire want with me, and why go to these lengths to find me once I was dead? None of it makes any sense.”
“You never know everything about the operations, of course. In this case, one mission in particular is germane and explains everything. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier, but you had no need to know.”
She took his hand. His palm was sweating – he needed to rest if he was going to heal. She held her fingers against his brow. At least he wasn’t feverish.
“Tell me what?” she asked.
“The Chechnya sanction. The man you executed at the villa outside of Grozny.”
“The file said he was involved in securing weapons of mass destruction for Al Qaeda. Suitcase nukes and bio weapons, if I recall.”
“That was true. He was. The sanction was approved at the highest levels of the government. There was no mistake…”
David wasn’t telling her everything. He probably never did, knowing him. It was part of the way he was. Compartmentalize. Segregate. Need to know.
She prodded him for the unsaid portion of the story. “And?”
“He was also Grigenko’s twin brother.”
 



Chapter 17
A Falcon 7 sat near the private jet terminal of Vnukovo 3 airport – more a small office with a waiting area than anything remotely resembling a true terminal. Eight hardened men sat in silence, waiting for the baggage to be loaded, their chiseled faces stony, veterans of the elite Spetsnaz GRU, now part of a private army of specialist mercenaries.
Light snow floated from the gray sky, the sinking sun having failed to warm Moscow that day. A stretch Mercedes limousine pulled to the curb outside the building, and a trim man in an expensive hand-tailored suit got out, the driver holding an umbrella over his head as he opened the door for the passenger.
The pair made their way to the twin glass doors of the waiting area, and Yuri entered. The driver returned to the vehicle.
Yuri clapped his hands together to fend off the chill, brushed a few errant snowflakes from his shoulders, then walked to the front of the waiting area and looked at the men.
“Gentlemen. You will take off in fifteen minutes, stopping once to refuel in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Preparations have already been made for your arrival in Belize. Weapons have been sourced locally – there is no shortage of guns in Central America, so everything is ready. The temperature is ninety degrees with seventy percent humidity, so you’ll get a chance to vacation in the tropics on this one. Remember the rules. No fraternization with the local population, everyone stays in the camp unless specifically authorized to leave, and no conflicts of any sort. I want you in and out as quickly as we can manage this. You’ve been briefed. Are there any questions?”
The men sat silent, without moving a muscle. The leader shook his head.
“Good. I don’t need to belabor how important this operation is. You are the best of the best. Each one of you has been handpicked for this duty. Pay is double your usual rate. Feel free to eat and drink as much as you like on the flight, but once on the ground, you will remain dry until we are through. Pavel?” Yuri looked to the leader.
“All right. You heard the man. Time to mount up.”
The fighters stood, each reaching down and hoisting a small black duffle bag with a week’s worth of clothes in it. The flight wasn’t going to transport any weapons – they didn’t want to risk a search. The leader nodded, the door to the tarmac opened, and the group filed out, trotting to the plane once out in the cold night air.
“Call me when you’re on the ground. I’ll be right behind you with the second group,” Yuri said to Pavel, then shook his hand.
Pavel nodded and rubbed the scar on his neck, a souvenir from Afghanistan, pulsing red even after all these years.
Yuri watched the men climb the fuselage stairs and enter the private jet. A few minutes later, it began rolling to the runway, the snow having been cleared recently by an unlucky snowplow. It slowly taxied to the far end of the tarmac and sat awaiting takeoff clearance.
An explosion of sleet blasted from behind the plane as the jets ignited, then it was hurtling down the strip, lifting into the ominous sky before it had traveled three quarters of the length. Streaks of white vapor trailed from its wings as it pulled confidently upward, its lights blinking as it disappeared into the overcast.
Yuri pulled an encrypted cell phone from his pocket and placed a call. Grigenko answered on the second ring.
“The first group is en route, sir.”
“Very good. Any update on the other matter?” Grigenko asked.
“Our contacts in Israeli intelligence are turning over rocks, but so far there’s nothing new to report. He hasn’t shown up in any healthcare facilities. You know…he might just be dead,” Yuri offered. “He was badly wounded according to the survivors.”
“I don’t believe we got off that light. He’s still alive, and he’s out there. I feel it in my bones,” Grigenko snapped.
“We are proceeding with the assumption that he is still alive. I have four more men on the ground now in Israel, so we will be ready within a matter of minutes from when he turns up.”
“And the woman?”
“That is a bigger problem, although it has no impact on our operation. She has dropped off the radar. If she is still on the island, she’s living in a cave or has successfully evaded not only our men, but the police. I think it is probably diminishing returns to keep that hunt active. I would suggest we keep her on our watch list and wait for her to surface, if she ever does.”
“Yuri. I thought I was clear. Put whatever resources on this you have to, but I want her. No giving up. I don’t care about the expense or how long it takes. I want specialists whose only reason for living is to find her. She is not going to get away again.”
Yuri considered possible responses. He could argue with his client about the number of people on the planet, and the tiny fraction of a chance they would ever pick up her trail at this point – a highly skilled operative, alerted that she was being pursued, who could literally go anywhere in the world to hide. He could argue, or try to convince Grigenko that the odds of getting her now were less than being struck by lightning – twice. Or he could continue to spend the oligarch’s money, a few million dollars a year, on maintaining an active search, pocketing forty percent of the take as profit.
“Of course, sir. I have my best people on it. It will just be a matter of time. Whatever is required, we will do it.”
“That’s what I wanted to hear.”
The line went dead, and Yuri smiled, his features taking on a reptilian cast from the unfamiliar expression.
~ ~ ~
Jet spent the morning trying to get into the Mossad’s network using David’s information as the gateway. His password still worked so it wasn’t as difficult as trying to get in cold. She’d found his security clearance adequate to move beyond his immediate operations, but not sufficient to access everything she was after.
One of the biggest obstacles was that the team didn’t exist in any records, so beyond David’s encrypted notes, suitably ambiguously worded so even if decoded it would be impossible to glean specifics, there wasn’t any obvious place to begin.
She decided to start at the internal description of the attack on the safe house, and quickly found that the account was nothing more than a repetition of the police report, along with a few tersely worded sentences inserted by the agent in charge of the scene. It spoke in generalities, and studiously avoided mentioning David as anything more than ‘the occupant’.
There was no new information, other than a glimpse into how the agency was thinking.
She noted that there was an addendum, which contained one of the assistant directors’ speculations on the attack, commenting that the most likely explanation was that it comprised some sort of a reprisal. No elaboration was forthcoming.
David had given her a series of areas to nose around in, but she kept getting security denials that she had to hack around, which was tedious and time consuming. She’d masked her IP address so it would be impossible to track her location, so she wasn’t worried about being traced – more that she would trigger some internal alert that would then shut down access.
She leaned back in the chair and rolled her head, trying to loosen her neck muscles, rigid from hours of immobilization. It would be a lot easier if they knew what they were looking for.
David shuffled into the room, and she leapt to her feet. He was pale – the effort had obviously cost him a lot.
“You aren’t supposed to be out of bed.”
“I know. But I had an idea, and I need to use the computer for a while. Are you in the network?”
“Yes. But I can’t say I’ve found much.”
“Give me half an hour. It won’t kill me to sit here.”
“It might.” She saw the look of determination on his face. “I’ll tell you what – I’ll compromise. Let’s get you back to bed, and I’ll bring the computer in for you. It’s on the wireless network, so you can use it there.”
She helped him back to the bedroom and then brought him the laptop. After showing him what she had accomplished so far, she left him to his research and went to take a shower.
Forty minutes later, David called to her from the bedroom. She rose from the dining room table, where she was brushing her damp hair, and went to him. He was sitting up in bed, looking a little better than he had earlier.
“How are you feeling?”
“Like a horse kicked me in the stomach.”
“You shouldn’t have gotten up. That was stupid.”
“I actually feel a little better. I stopped the morphine this morning, and I can think more clearly. I won’t be taking any more of that shit any time soon.”
“You know I hate drugs. Speaking of which, just how bad is the pain?”
“Scale of one to ten, it’s a six, down from a nine yesterday. I’m hoping it will drop quickly from here on out so I can get back on my feet. We can’t stay here forever.”
“Where are you planning to go? I mean, since you’ve got people looking to kill you and you have no idea who you can trust…”
“I haven’t worked that part out yet.”
“I see. You want a smoothie? I have strawberries and more bananas.” She knew there was no point in asking him whether he’d found anything on the computer. He would tell her when he was ready.
“I think I’ll vomit if I have to eat more blended banana.”
“Okay. I’ll do a strawberry, then. Need any help getting to the bathroom?”
“No, I should be fine. I’ll yell if I fall and break my hip.”
She smiled at the attempt at humor. “You’re not young, poor thing. Be careful.”
“Very funny.” His tone changed. “I want to thank you for taking care of me while I’m down. You didn’t have to stay.”
“Where would I go?”
“Anyplace I’m not. There’s no reason you can’t start fresh wherever you want. You’re still dead.”
She sighed. “No, I can’t. Because I’ll always be looking over my shoulder. And that’s no way to go through life. I thought that was all behind me after Algiers, but I suppose that was wishful thinking…”
“I already apologized.”
“I’m not blaming you, David. The odds of anyone figuring out I was alive, much less where I was living, were miniscule.”
“But I should have known better,” he said bitterly.
She eyed him.
“Truthfully, yes, you should have – isn’t it you who told me to assume nothing but the worst at all times, and that would be the optimistic view? But that’s water under the bridge. I’m okay here in Israel, so nothing irreparable happened. But I won’t run and hide from these pricks, David. If they want a war, I’ll bring it to them. The way I see it, it’s either them or me, and I don’t intend to lose. You know me well enough. I’m not going to let go of this now that I’ve been dragged back into this world.”
“I know that. But there’s no point in going off half-cocked. We need to figure out why the whole team was killed. A vendetta against you doesn’t explain that, and until we have the whole picture, it’s impossible to know if you’re taking the right steps.”
“So you’re saying I can’t just kill ’em all and let God sort them out.”
“Something like that.”
“You’re no fun anymore since you got shot.”
“I hear it’ll do that to you.”
They held each other’s gaze for a long moment.
“Do you ever think about getting out of the game, David?”
“I’m afraid it’s not so easy. Unlike you, I’m not in the field, so I can’t contrive a car explosion to reset the clock.”
“But do you think about it?”
“Sure. And then I also think about what I would do instead of this, assuming I could get out. I’ve got nobody. No career other than this. Nothing to go home to. So then I have a couple of drinks and stop wishing I was somebody else, and get back to work.”
“You’re wounded now. What would happen if you just never resurfaced? Wouldn’t that be exactly the same as if you had been killed and then dumped into the sea with an engine block tied to your ankles? Maybe this is actually an opportunity…”
He shook his head, conceding her the point.
“That could be. But not until we understand what’s actually going on. I’m like you – I don’t want a future where I’m never sure whether the next car to drive by is going to unload an Uzi at me. That’s not a life, and we both know it. Maybe if all the pieces fit together and we figure this out…well, then maybe there’s something to talk about. I’m not worried about the Mossad – I know their tracking capabilities and how to stay gone. It’s the unknown that’s the problem,” he explained.
She came over and sat down next to him.
“That’s fine. But once it’s all over…what then, David? If we’re both dead to the world, then we could go anywhere, do anything. Maybe Indonesia, disappear on an island and never be seen again.” She hesitated. “It doesn’t have to be a world where you have nobody to come home to. We used to be good together. Do you remember? My greatest regret, in fact, the only regret in leaving the team was knowing I’d never be with you again.”
He didn’t speak for several beats, and then the trace of a blink betrayed his eyes.
“I remember. And yes, we were good. The best. I can’t tell you how hard it was to let you go…”
She took his hand and held it, sitting in silence.
They stayed that way, peacefully, moment following moment until Jet let out a sigh, rose to her feet and softly kissed his forehead.
“Get better, David. Everything else will work itself out.”
He tried for a grin, but his eyes were moist.
“It always does, doesn’t it?”
She carried her computer back to the living room, more motivated than ever to get answers, even as her head swam from the possibility of a new, different future. One with David by her side.
Was it even possible after three years? Had too much happened? Nobody stayed the same. Was it foolish to believe they could just pick up where they had left off and craft a life together?
Maybe it was.
But she’d long ago learned it could all be over at any moment, and nobody gave you a refund at the end of the ride, long or short. If the universe had given them a second chance, then it would be foolish to ignore it. And from what she saw in David’s eyes, he meant it when admitting that it had been hard to see her leave for good.
Perhaps that was sufficient. There were only two of them in this. She saw no reason why he couldn’t stay gone and put the whole ugly covert world behind him. The Mossad had him documented as having been wounded, with a fair amount of his blood at the scene. If he never made it back, he could well have died.
There would be the problem of her logging in using his password, but that could be only a one-time deal, then never again. Just as would have occurred if he had survived the attack and was trying to figure out who was after him, even mortally wounded.
Then he would go dark. End of story.
It wasn’t perfect, but it could be good enough.
In the end, it would be David’s call.
 



Chapter 18
The humid day was followed by an equally humid night. The trees and the tangles of undergrowth stirred with the movement of jungle creatures as they roused themselves for another nocturnal round of feeding or being feasted upon.
The town shut down after the government buildings closed and the sun sank into the hills. Guatemala was only twenty-five miles west and yet worlds away. Traffic had trickled to an occasional vehicle working its way down the small streets as the area’s inhabitants returned home to their families and sat down to dinner.
Sir Reginald Percy had eaten a light meal at seven, as was his custom: baked fish and a side of local fruit with the ever-present dirty rice, spicy and riddled with beans. He’d read a few more reports, watched a half hour of satellite television news to catch up on what was happening in the real world, and then prepared for his nightly swim. His slippers shuffled on the heavy tile flooring of the governor general’s residence. He nodded to his housekeeper as he wended his way through the house to the rear deck area, home to one of Belmopan’s few private swimming pools – a perk for Her Majesty’s appointed representative in Belize.
His security detachment had switched shifts two hours earlier, and now, the three men who worked the night crew were at the front of the house. Their duty of patrolling the grounds ranked highly among the most boring of their careers. Nothing ever happened in Belmopan. The governor general was more of a figurehead than anything else, with no real active role in the day-to-day business of running Belize, although he was charged with selecting and naming the prime minister and his cabinet, and was the vessel through which Britain made its will known.
It had been a tense few weeks following the bizarre shooting not a mile from where he now stood – a murder that remained unsolved, although speculation abounded as to the reason for the public slaying. The inexplicable brutal killing had shaken the city of twenty thousand and had been the fodder for endless gossip since it had occurred. There were no active leads, and now no likelihood that it would ever be solved. In a nation with scant police resources that were overwhelmed with combating a rising tide of crime from drug gangs and the attendant violence that accompanied them, the assassination had received a week’s worth of solid if uninspired effort from the local constabulary, and then had gone into the files with all the other unsolved crimes.
Up until the last decade, most of the violence in the tiny Central American nation had been the usual domestic assault or robbery gone wrong, or fighting, usually over a woman. Murder wasn’t unknown, but it usually fitted into one of the typical buckets, and the police had only to look for an angry mate or one of the known criminals who made their living preying on others. But with the rise of violent crime in Mexico from the ascendance of the cartels, the savagery had spilled over and infected the idyllic little country of three hundred thousand, made worse by the economic crisis that had crushed the tourist trade and left an entire generation of young men with no employment prospects. Some turned to crime, leading to territorial squabbles that had quickly turned deadly. Gang violence had been unknown in the Nineties, but it had quickly become the largest menace in the new millennium, and hardly a day went by when bodies weren’t found floating in a river or decomposing in a ditch.
Sir Reginald stretched as he slid the pocket doors open, loosening up his muscles in preparation for the swim – his preferred form of exercise, and one that had kept him in trim good health well into his seventies. One hour every weeknight, rain or shine, without fail, and then off to bed for some reading before sleep.
He paused to survey the large open field that backed onto the governor general’s residence grounds, uninhabited and separated from his property by a six-foot-high wall. The town’s lights twinkled in the dark as he executed a few knee bends, his silk robe brushing the stone deck surrounding the pool: peach cantera imported from Mexico at his request due to its thermal properties. Any other surface would be sizzling hot from the sun baking it all day, but cantera stayed cool, and he had never regretted the additional expense required to get a semi-rig full of it brought in from Puebla.
The attached hot tub bubbled and frothed as the system cycled, activating on schedule so it would be ready for him to dip in and relax. He slipped the robe from his slight shoulders and placed it carefully on a teak chaise lounge, then padded over to the computer control for the lighting. He punched at the buttons, but there was no response; the water remained inky in the dark night. It was a good thing that the black-bottom pool retained the heat – he almost never had to use the heater – the water was inevitably the temperature of bathwater in all but a few winter months. Still, the light control failure was irritating, and he would need to have Virgil, his maintenance technician, stop by tomorrow and have a look at the system – no doubt, the electronics were a casualty of the periodic blackouts that plagued the area.
With a practiced dive, he plunged in and, within a few seconds, was pulling himself through the water with well-defined strokes. Back and forth he would travel until his waterproof watch signaled his mandated time was up.
As he neared the far end, he felt motion below him, then a vice-like grip pulled him under, down toward the bottom in an embrace he couldn’t shake. He thrashed and fought, but to no avail, and it was only a matter of a minute before his last breath of air escaped his lungs, bubbling to the surface as his body went slack.
A masked head broke the pool’s surface, peering around to ensure that nobody was watching. Confident that the struggle hadn’t been noticed, the black-clad assassin moved to the edge and pulled himself out of the water, taking a brief glance at the indistinct shape of the corpse floating in the depths before jogging to the wall and propelling himself over it and into the darkness beyond.
The security guard wouldn’t be back for another ten minutes, enabling him to cut across the field to the waiting vehicle without being detected.
The following day, the nation would mourn the loss of a great man, the victim of a regrettable drowning accident nobody could have foreseen.
Sir Reginald had gone to a better place, and a brief autopsy would confirm the cause of death from the water in his lungs. He should have known better than to pursue his aquatic passion in solitude at his ripe age.
It would be a week before the new governor general was appointed by Her Majesty, the Queen of England, the benevolent monarch who served as the ultimate figurehead of authority in the former British crown colony. In the meantime, a memorial service would be held in Belize City, and dignitaries from the government as well as all of the embassies would crowd the church aisles to commemorate Sir Reginald’s decades of selfless devotion to the young nation.
~ ~ ~
Rani approached the kitchen, where Jet was getting a soda, and set his physician’s bag down on the dining room table.
“What’s the prognosis?” she asked, popping the top of the can.
“He’s mending. He’s not completely out of the woods yet, but he’s making excellent progress. No sign of sepsis, and the pain is manageable. All in all, I would say our David is a very lucky man,” Rani concluded, eying her as he reached for a box of cookies he had brought, along with lunch meats, fruit, more juice and sodas – plus a plethora of junk food she wouldn’t have eaten if a gun had been held to her head. “You want some? They’re really good,” he offered, holding the box up.
“No, thanks. I’m saving mine for after dinner.”
He looked at her as though he didn’t understand, then shrugged and popped one into his mouth.
She came around the counter and sat opposite him.
“How soon will it be safe for him to move?”
“Realistically, I’d say he can walk around starting tomorrow, and within another few days, he should be good to go, with the provision that he doesn’t overdo it.” He licked his lips in search of stray crumbs, then added, “It’s going to take some time for him to get back to a hundred percent.”
“How long?”
Rani frowned in thought as he dispatched the last morsel of cookie. “A week, maybe more. But he’ll be out of danger by tomorrow. Why?”
“We can’t hang around here forever.”
“Nonsense. Take as long as you need. You’re welcome to stay…well, until the renters show up in a few weeks, anyway. I rent it out most of the holidays and all summer. You won’t believe what people will pay.” Rani stood and took a final lingering look at the cookies. “The good news is that he’s healing and making great progress, and I think we can say he’s turned the corner. Considering where he was a few days ago, that’s a kind of small miracle.”
“I know.”
A few minutes after Rani left, David called out from the bedroom.
Jet padded down the hall and stood in the doorway, head tilted. “What?”
“I think I’ve figured it out.”
“You did? Are you going to tell me?”
“I’m not sure where to start. But this all revolves around the last operation you were on. The Algiers sanction,” he explained.
She moved to the chair and sat down. “I don’t understand. Those were terrorist financiers…”
“You already know that field operatives don’t get all the details. They don’t have the need to know. In Algiers, they were indeed terrorist financiers – at least, that’s what our intelligence said. The CIA corroborated it. But what’s important for this discussion isn’t what they were doing with their money. It’s where the money came from.”
“What do you mean?”
“All the targets in Algiers were involved in the oil industry. Between them, they represented a host of oil interests from around the world. The terrorism business lost a lot of funding that day, but that’s not the only industry that took a hit. So did five significant oil producers. The men in question were at the highest levels of their respective groups.”
“So what? I don’t get it. Of course they got their funding from oil. Look at where they were from. Iran. Saudi Arabia–”
“And one was from England, where, among other things, he represented a company called Lunosol, which was a subsidiary of another company, ultimately owned by Grigenko.”
“And…?”
“I should just start at the beginning. Four years ago, a major new oil field was discovered in Belize. It increased the country’s known reserves by a factor of ten or more. It was kept secret by the company that did the prospecting, which isn’t unusual – the business is cutthroat, and if word of something like this leaked, it would have been a major game changer for everyone with prospecting rights. And there are quite a few large players with rights there. Anyway, the field was discovered by a group that had been nosing around in the boonies for months, and when they confirmed it, a few days after they reported it to headquarters, everyone associated with the find went down in a helicopter crash. Nobody lived that knew about it. So the secret was safe. The government didn’t know, and neither did any competitors.”
“Okay, but what does that have to do with Algeria?”
“I’m getting to that. The CIA had a mole in the company, who tipped it off – the engineer on the project, who earned pocket money being a source in Central America for the agency. But he was working multiple angles, because he apparently told one of the targets at the Algiers meeting – a man who was an active threat to Israel. I don’t know how the Mossad got wind of it, probably our own informant, but someone at a very high level decided that it was in our interest to keep the find quiet. Again, even I don’t have all the information – the same need to know applies to me as did to you. What I was told is what I’ve just told you, but with an additional piece of information. The Algeria strike solved several problems for us – we got rid of some nasty characters that were propagating misery, and the secret died in the explosion at the house. And that’s where it should have ended.”
She understood.
“But it didn’t, did it?”
“Apparently not. My hunch is that Grigenko has his own mole in the Mossad – not completely impossible given the penetration we’ve seen by the KGB. The two intelligence services were closer than most people realize – myself included, until I’d been in the game for a while. Anyway, I think eliminating the team was him doing housecleaning in anticipation of making a move – one that involves the oil discovery. He couldn’t be sure how much I knew, or how much detail I shared with the team. In that scenario, the safest thing would be–”
“To eliminate everyone who isn’t loyal to him who could know anything about it,” she finished for him.
“Exactly. Including me.”
She nodded. “That’s why the push to kill me, even though I was officially dead. If I was still alive, there was another risk of a leak, and they couldn’t have that floating out there…”
“Correct. If my guess is right, they staged the robbery to get anything I had in the way of records – which turned out to be a dead end. There’s no way I would keep anything operational about the team on a computer. But they found enough to start them on a hunt that led to you.”
“How would they know who was on the team? How could they get that information?”
“There are only a few people in the Mossad who know. I think it’s pretty safe to say that one of them is Grigenko’s mole. But anyone we’re talking about is so highly placed that there’s no way they will ever get caught.” David paused, thinking. “Which isn’t your battle.”
She reached out and touched his arm. “It’s not yours anymore, either, David. Unless you make it yours.”
He waved the comment away.
“Grigenko is the common element. I never told you about his brother because there was no need to know, and it wouldn’t have changed anything. But if he’s escalated and is now operating hit squads…if he knew you were on the team, he might have also discovered that you killed his twin brother. In that case, it would make this about blood, not just money. And it would also explain why he went the extra distance to exterminate us. Because it’s personal. You pulled the trigger…and I planned the op.”
“What did you find on the network?”
“I installed a program that logs everyone that accesses certain areas. It’s transparent – it does the logging invisibly and is impossible to detect. Let’s just say that I’m surprised by some of the areas that one of the deputy directors has been poking around in. Looking at the dates, he accessed the files a couple of weeks ago. A week and a half later, the team is dead, and I’ve been attacked. It’s not open and shut – there are probably a dozen reasons he could contrive to explain why he was accessing those dossiers. On the surface, it could be innocent. But I don’t think so. The timing…”
“You’re saying that there isn’t enough to build a case against him.”
“Not with just this. It would take a lot more. He’s been with the Mossad longer than I’ve been alive. These people always have wheels within wheels. The director would need to authorize a massive surveillance effort, and given the level of expertise we’re talking, it wouldn’t show anything, especially if he was only passing information to Grigenko for the money. Unlike a double agent, there would be no pattern. For all we know, this could be a one-shot deal.”
“But the money would leave a trail, wouldn’t it?”
“Not likely. Remember, we’re talking about someone who has been living and breathing tradecraft his entire life. No way would there be anything to follow.”
They sat awhile, considering David’s theory.
Jet rose, an expression on her face he knew too well.
“I want to take him down.”
“Who? The deputy director?”
“No. Grigenko.”
David shook his head. “You’ll never be able to get to him. He’s too insulated.”
“Everyone can be gotten to.”
“Not this guy.”
“I’ll find a way. We will find a way.”
He knew that look, and knew better than to try to argue it.
“He’s one of the richest men in Russia,” David reminded her.
“Rich men bleed, too.”
“It would be suicide.”
“David. Please. This is just a logistical problem. It can, and will, be done – by me. The only question is whether I have to do it alone, or whether you’ll help.” Her face took on a determined expression. “I want to bring the pain to him. We need to figure out what he’s doing, what triggered this. It has to be something to do with Belize, otherwise there would be no rush to execute the team. So let’s put our energy toward trying to figure out what he’s up to. We may be able to use it against him, draw him out. In any case, if he’s the problem, then he’s got to go or we’ll never be safe. A man like that, with unlimited power and money…it’s either him or us. Don’t you see that?”
“It’s just so…he really is untouchable.”
“Not anymore.”
 



Chapter 19
At dusk the next day, Rani stopped by again and gave David a full examination, murmuring to himself as he did so. Eventually he pulled off his stethoscope and placed it into his bag before turning to Jet.
“What’s the prognosis?” she asked.
“He’s healing remarkably quickly. I’d say it’s about time to get his lazy ass out of bed and walking.”
“I’m right here, you know. I can hear both of you. I’m three feet away,” David commented.
“Is there anything he needs to be careful about?”
“He’ll have to take it easy. No running, no lifting anything heavy. But he should be able to handle moderate activity. Everything looks good – no doubt because of the skill of his physician,” Rani said with a grin. “I’ll need to pull the stitches in the next few days, but as long as it’s nothing strenuous he should be up for it.”
“Hello. Am I invisible? Can you hear me out there?” David waved his arms over his head.
Rani turned to him. “Well, my friend, you made it. Try to avoid getting shot in the stomach any more. It’s really cramped my social schedule this week.”
David got serious. “Thanks for everything, Rani. I wouldn’t have survived if you hadn’t taken me in and done this. I know that. I owe you bigger than I can ever say.”
Rani smiled. “Nothing says thank you like pizza. Double cheese, extra sauce. Just as a hint. There’s a good place around the corner from my office. In case you’re wondering, I usually take lunch around one. Tomorrow, maybe a little earlier…”
“Speaking of which, can I eat solid food?” David asked.
“Sure, but stick to fruits and vegetables for another day or so just to give the healing a little more time. I wouldn’t recommend a big filet or a bag of nuts quite yet,” Rani said.
He turned to Jet.
“When will we see you again?” she asked.
“In a couple of days, to pull the stitches. Other than that, there’s no reason for me to intrude on your vacation together.” Rani gave them a knowing look – Jet felt herself blushing.
After Rani had said his goodbyes, she locked the door behind him and moved to the sofa in the living room. David walked into the kitchen, poured a glass of milk, and then joined her.
“So where do you want to go tonight? Dancing?” he asked.
“I was thinking of maybe a nice slow half-hour walk around the neighborhood to get you back on your sea legs.”
“Not as exciting as hitting the discos, but I’ve learned never to argue with a woman.”
“Who has your gun.” She picked it up and peered down the sights at the window. “I think the first order of business tomorrow should be to get ourselves something with more stopping power than this. Don’t get me wrong, I like Glocks, but it’s only one pistol between two people, and I don’t like to share.”
David thought about it.
“I know a guy in Jerusalem. He’s not Mossad. A freelancer. I’ve used him to procure weapons when I needed a deniable source. He specializes in Russian and Israeli military stuff. I’ll give him a call. He has no idea who I am, although I’m sure he suspects I’m not running a candy store. I’ll see what he can get us.”
“That would be a start. And I’ve been thinking about our options. I have an idea. Several ideas, actually. But they’re going to be very risky, and will require luck and money,” Jet said.
David nodded. “I’ve got a few thoughts myself. As to the money, I have just shy of a half million euros in a blind account I use for operational budgets. I can transfer that to another bank, and it will disappear – not that anyone would ever be able to trace it in the first place. That’s the whole point of an off-the-books team. Invisibility.”
“Can you do it online?”
“Absolutely.”
She gestured to the laptop on the dining room table.
“All right. Give me a few minutes, and then I’ll get dressed, and we can go for an evening constitutional.”
Jet went to the bathroom, and on her way back heard laughter from the bedroom.
“What’s so funny?” she asked as she approached from down the hall.
“We should add shopping to our list of things to do tomorrow. Or maybe this evening, if we can find a store around here. I’m afraid Rani’s not quite the same size as me.” David was holding up a shirt that was twice as big as he was.
“That’s the fashion these days. Just wear your baseball hat sideways.”
“At least the blood washed out of my pants. Mostly.” He slipped the shirt on and swiveled, modeling his ensemble.
“I’m not sure I want to be seen with you,” she said, eyeing him skeptically.
“I completely understand why.”
“Do you have any cash? The sooner we can get you some adult clothing, the better. That’s just embarrassing…”
“About a grand. We’ll need to access the bank tomorrow to get money for any weapons we buy.”
“What have you got for ID?”
“We’ll stop by my safe deposit box – I keep a kit there. It uses a hand scanner for access. I have three passports and about thirty grand in dollars. Some credit cards. The usual.”
She nodded. “Is it too late to call your arms dealer tonight? Or does he keep business hours?”
“Let’s go get a burner cell phone. I’d rather not make that call from the house. You have a car? I had to ditch mine after the attack.”
“I rented one for a week. I have it for three more days.”
“Let’s go get it and find me a clothing store, then get a phone. Walking around between stops should be adequate exercise for my first big outing.”
Jet left the house first, scanning the street for anything amiss. It was quiet. She walked to the corner, and soon David joined her. She led him to the car and noticed he winced when he got in.
“You sure you’re up for this?”
“Just a twinge. I’ll be fine. It’s still going to hurt now and then. That’s expected.” He grimaced and gingerly probed his abdomen. “I wouldn’t recommend it as a way to lose weight.”
Within an hour, they had acquired several shirts, a pair of jeans and a cell phone. When they were back in the car, he closed his eyes to focus on the arms dealer’s contact info, then called a number from memory.
“Moshe – it’s Ari. Long time,” David said, using the alias Moshe knew him by. He paused for a few seconds, listening to the response. “Yeah, yeah. So listen, I need some stuff. Are you around tomorrow?” Another pause. “Where? The shop?”
He hung up after another ten seconds.
“Eleven o’clock tomorrow. In Jerusalem,” he informed her.
“Sounds like a date. Now, how courageous are you feeling? You want to hear my idea, or wait till tomorrow. You may not sleep very well once you know what I’m thinking.”
His eyes narrowed. “Is it that bad?”
“Worse.”
“I can always take a sleeping pill.”
“You’ll probably need to take two.”
~ ~ ~
The drive into Jerusalem the next morning was difficult, the highway clogged with commuters heading into the capital for another day at work. It took longer than they had hoped, but once they were within the city limits, the stream of cars thinned out.
The bank had been open since eight-thirty, and David disappeared inside. Jet watched the pedestrians hurrying down the streets, engrossed in their ordinary lives, and felt a stab of envy. She wondered for the thousandth time what it felt like to be normal, to have never killed anyone or seen the horrors that had been a routine part of her existence.
And yet many of the people traversing the street looked worried or anxious, immersed in whatever made up their day – maybe a cheating spouse, or money problems, or a mean boss, or news of a sick relative. Had they spent just one hour by her side during one of her workdays their entire universes would have changed forever, but they were completely absorbed with their own perception of reality and believed themselves safe as they went about their prosaic business.
It must be nice to not be afraid of bullets tearing you apart with every step you take, she thought absently – then mentally shook herself. There was no point dwelling on things she couldn’t change. She was walking her own path, which is all anyone could do. Everyone had their own problems no matter what their circumstances.
David walked out of the bank after seven minutes and glanced in her direction. She watched him make his way down the busy sidewalk to the car, a messenger bag over one shoulder, and decided he looked pretty good, all things considered. No limping or other obvious signs of an injury, his color back to normal. If she hadn’t seen him at death’s door only a few days ago, she never would have believed it.
He swung the door open and slid into the passenger seat.
“Mission accomplished.”
“You clean it out?” she asked.
“Seemed prudent. I have no idea when I can get back here again, so…”
“All right. How do we get to this Moshe’s shop?”
They weaved their way through traffic and negotiated the teeming streets, horns sounding and jaywalkers darting between cars like daredevils with a death wish. Eventually they pulled to the curb a block from the arms dealer’s store, and David got out.
“How well do you know this guy?” she asked.
“Well enough. Wait here and try not to kill anyone.” He glanced at the Glock sitting next to her on the seat.
She dropped her backpack over it.
“I’ll do my best, but no promises. Remember the knives.”
“I’ve got the list.”
David took his time, ambling to the storefront, pretending interest in the displays in the other shop windows. His senses were on full alert, wary of a trap, but he didn’t detect any surveillance.
He eased the shop door open and heard a buzz at the back. The showroom was empty except for a stunning young woman, no more than twenty, wearing skintight red pants and a top that accentuated her ample charms, chewing gum and looking bored out of her mind beside a glass case filled with military medals and insignia.
“Can I help you with something?” she asked in a voice that clearly conveyed that she had no interest in doing so.
He looked around at the walls and the displays. Every imaginable type of sword was represented – sabers, Roman short swords, katanas, ceremonial daggers, epees.
“I was hoping to find a ‘Give Peace a Chance’ bumper sticker.”
She gave him a blank stare. Her gum popped.
He tried again. “Is Moshe here? I’m a friend.”
She followed up with a look that said ‘figures’ and leaned over the counter, calling into the back area.
“Moshe? Someone’s here to see you.” She returned her attention to David. “What’s your name?”
“Ari.”
“Moshe? Ari is here.”
A gruff voice rang out from the rear of the shop.
“Tell him to come into the back, Trina.”
She cocked an eyebrow and gestured with her hand at the doorway. He followed her lead and moved through it into an office. A bearded man sat staring at him through Coke-bottle glasses.
“Ari! Welcome. How have you been? Long time – forever, really.” Moshe shifted in his wheelchair, his considerable girth straining the seat.
“Moshe. I’m good. You?”
“Never better. They wanted me for the track team, but I had to decline. Makes the kids look bad.”
“Yeah.” David cleared his throat. “New helper up front?”
“Oh. Trina. Yes, a sad story. I met her dancing in a sordid place. Sort of rescued her. Gave her a glimpse of a better life on the straight and narrow.”
David didn’t know whether to believe him or not. His face remained unreadable.
“So. Come on back into the storeroom. You got a list?” Moshe asked, wheeling from behind his desk and moving to a door at the far end of the office.
David handed him the short note Jet had drafted that morning.
“Hmmm. Okay. I have one of the MTAR-21s in 9mm with a suppressor. No problem on a Glock 23 – popular, those are. As to all the rest, in stock. You want it now?” Moshe asked as he rolled into the storeroom.
“Yes.”
“It’s not going to be cheap, my friend.”
“Is it ever?”
Moshe named a price.
David whistled.
“I presume you’ll want that in dollars, no shekels. Do you have anything that would be comparable to the MTAR?”
“Not really. It’s extremely compact and packs a wallop. But I can get another one within a couple of days with no problem. And dollars would be just fine, as always.”
David considered it, and then shook his head. “I’ll get back to you on that. Let’s see the goods…”
Moshe rolled to a wooden case and lifted the lid, then pulled out an evil-looking weapon that would have been at home in a science fiction film.
“MTAR-21 – the good old X95-S. With integrated suppresor, laser sight and two extra magazines. Only fired by a little old lady. Comes with a hundred rounds of ammo. For you, I will make it two hundred, no extra charge. Perfect for home defense if a platoon of Hamas is bearing down on you. Light, accurate, deadly,” Moshe recited.
“I know the weapon.”
“Nothing like it.”
Humming to himself, Moshe rolled to another box and extracted a new Glock. Within a few minutes, he had everything sitting on top of one of the crates.
“Got a bag?” David asked.
“Fifty dollars.” Moshe grinned. “Kidding.”
David counted out the crisp hundred dollar bills while Moshe ferreted around in another box. He handed the bundle of notes to Moshe, who nodded and held out a rolled up duffle.
“Call me if you need another MTAR. I gotta get one as a replacement anyway, but I can put a rush on it.”
“Will do. Pleasure doing business with you, as always, Moshe,” David said, taking the sack from him.
“Likewise. You need anything else?”
“Don’t think so. Stay away from Trina. She looks like trouble.”
“I have enough excitement in my life. Then again, she’s got a sparkling personality…”
“I got that.”
The men exchanged muted smiles.
As David packed the gear into the black nylon sack, Moshe noted that he loaded the magazines and chambered rounds in the weapons, and said nothing. David shouldered the bag and made for the storeroom door.
“I can find my own way out.”
“Don’t be a stranger.”
Trina was staring blankly at the street through the floor-to-ceiling windows when he stepped back into the showroom. She looked high. Not his problem.
“Have a nice day,” she offered in a desultory tone.
“You, too.”
He swung the glass door open and stepped out onto the sidewalk, pausing to get his bearings before returning to the car.
Jet was watching her side mirrors when he got in. He leaned over and placed the duffle on the rear seat, then sat back and fastened his seatbelt.
“Did you get everything?” she asked, starting the motor.
“Only had one MTAR. He can get another one within a couple of days.”
“We don’t have a couple of days.”
“I know.”
 



Chapter 20
Jet and David endured the clusters of stopped cars until they were out of Jerusalem, at which point the road opened up and they were able to make better time. On the outskirts of Tel Aviv, David announced that he was hungry, so they stopped for lunch at a seafood restaurant and took a table at the back, where they were alone. When the fish came, it smelled heavenly, and they eagerly devoured it as they debated their next move.
“It’s dangerous to the point of being foolhardy,” David stated flatly.
“Not if we’re careful.”
“It also has us acting as judge and jury.”
“Like all the operations I’ve ever been on. The only difference is that in this case I’m making the judgment, not some anonymous wonk I’ve never heard of,” she argued, “and we might gain useful intel on Grigenko.”
“What if we’re wrong?”
“We aren’t.”
“The man is a legend in the Mossad. He deserves better than this.”
“No, he doesn’t. Nobody argued my needs and wants, or tried to defend my right to fair treatment when the gunmen were trying to kill me.”
They sat, eating in silence, David troubled by her intentions.
When they’d finished their meal and were back in the car, he was still obviously upset.
“What if I refuse to participate?”
“Then you can sit this one out. I’ll deal with it myself,” she said.
“Is there anything I can say to talk you out of this? Or at least to get you to slow down a little?”
She didn’t answer, just threw him a look he knew too well as she drove wordlessly to the cottage.
They found a parking spot a block away from the house. Jet retrieved the bag from the back seat before David could get it. He was still recovering, and there was no reason for him to carry the weapons, even if she was annoyed with him over his stubborn objections to her latest scheme.
When they rounded the corner, Jet grabbed his arm and slowed.
“What?” he asked.
“Up ahead. Hundred yards. Two vehicles. SUVs. Drivers are still in them. Not moving.”
“You sure? Shit.”
“Is the MTAR loaded?”
“One in the hole.”
She pulled the Glock free of her purse, slipped it to him and unzipped the duffle. Then all hell broke loose.
Six men came running up the street wielding submachine guns and pistols. Jet pushed David away from her and dropped to one knee just as the lead man opened fire. She heard the telltale whistle of bullets slicing through the air as David’s Glock barked from a few yards to her right, where he’d taken cover behind a car. Throwing herself to the sidewalk, she whipped the MTAR free and squeezed off three short bursts. The two lead men went down hard, their weapons slamming into the pavement as her rounds tore through their torsos. A third man spun and fell after one of David’s shots clipped him, but they were too far away for the Glock to be accurate. Jet fired another burst, and the fourth man’s throat erupted a bright crimson arterial spurt. She crawled to the garage as David lay down covering fire.
She just made it when slugs pounded into the wall. Jet let loose two more percussive salvos as David ran in a crouch to her. Firing down the street, she reached into the bag with her free hand, groped around, and then handed him another full magazine for the Glock. They changed positions. David peered around the corner and emptied the pistol at the gunmen as Jet stuck another magazine in her back pocket and ran to the rear of the house. David followed suit, slamming the new magazine into his weapon as he moved.
Jet made a hand signal – David shook his head, no. She wanted to circle back around and take on their pursuers. What they needed to do was to get the hell out of there. Jet ignored his agitated expression and edged to the rear corner, then sprinted to the opposite side and tore as fast as she could for the front again.
Footsteps thudded on concrete as the remaining men ran toward the garage. Crouching low, Jet set the MTAR on full auto and took cover behind a garbage can. One man passed her, then another. She sprang up and unleashed a hail of rounds, cutting the pair down before they had a chance to turn and face her. She spun and ejected the spent magazine and slapped the second into the gun, then carefully loosed a short burst at the first SUV that was bearing down on her in reverse, tires smoking.
The fuel tank detonated, and the vehicle exploded with a whump. She felt the force of the blast on her face, and then David was pulling on her arm, dragging her back.
“Let’s get out of here. Now. Come on.”
She jerked her arm free and gave him a withering glance.
“We don’t know how many there are,” he hissed, “and the police will be here in minutes. Think. If we want to fight another day, it’s time to move.”
She took another look at the street where the truck was belching flame and nodded.
“Let’s go.”
They jogged together through the backyards of the surrounding homes, listening for sounds of pursuit. When they reached the car, she thrust the keys at him.
“You drive.”
Within seconds, they were pulling onto the cross street.
The second SUV skidded around the corner, and they could just make out three heads inside. David floored the gas and headed for the highway.
She saw a gunman pointing a weapon out one of the windows.
“Evasive maneuvers!” she screamed and turned in the seat, rolling her passenger window down.
David swerved to present a more difficult target, and Jet’s hip slammed into the door as she fought to get the MTAR free of the car.
A horn blasted at them, and an oncoming truck missed their front fender by a whisper. It continued honking as the SUV barreled at it, and then came the distinctive burping report of automatic rifle fire from behind them. David swerved again, and Jet braced herself, sighting at the SUV before spraying it with everything in the magazine.
At least a few of the shots hit home. The windshield went snowy white, and smoke began streaming from under the hood. She pulled herself back into the car, and David rocketed around a corner, taking the left turn on two wheels.
The engine roared as he floored it again. He wrenched the wheel to the right, propelling them up another street.
David’s palm slammed against the horn as they nearly rear-ended a slow-moving old sedan taking up most of the lane. The driver stomped on the brakes, and David had to twist the wheel and slow to avoid smashing into the parked cars. He inched past, narrowly missing the sedan’s mirror, and was rewarded with an outthrusted middle finger in a universal symbol of insult offered by a wizened old woman barely able to see over the dashboard.
The corners of Jet’s mouth twitched and the tension broke. She lowered the gun, glancing at David before returning her attention to their pursuers. David accelerated to the end of the block and executed another turn, and then they were on a large boulevard, headed for the freeway, no sign of the SUV anywhere.
Once they were a few miles down the highway, she relaxed and turned to face him.
“Still think I’m being rash?” she asked.
“How…how do you think they found us?”
“There are only three things I can imagine. Either they traced the supposedly-untraceable IP mask I used, or Rani told them, or they somehow found out about him and followed him.”
“No way he would tell anyone, and you’re the only person I’ve ever told about him. So that leaves technology. Can you think of any way they could have tracked you?” he demanded.
“Not really, but then again, I’m very, very good, but I don’t know everything that’s possible, especially at the Mossad level. I think a better question is, who was that?”
David frowned. “What do you mean? It’s got to be the Russians.”
“I tend to agree, but how did the Russians know we were nosing around in the Mossad servers? It has to be the mole. There’s no other explanation, unless you believe that the entire agency is working for Grigenko.”
They were quiet for a long time. The implications were nothing but bad. David glanced at her with a dour expression then pulled off after two exits.
“David. What are you doing?”
“We need to warn Rani.”
“There’s such a thing as a phone.”
“He won’t take it seriously unless I do this in person.”
She hated that he was probably right.
They stopped at Gabe’s deli, pulling around to the back, and David called while she inspected the vehicle for damage. He had a short conversation then returned to the car.
“He’s coming. I told him it was an emergency and to meet me at the last place he met my friend.”
“We got lucky. No bullet holes in the car,” she said.
“That’s what happens when you have an expert driving.” They both rolled their eyes and laughed together.
Rani pulled up six minutes later, looking flustered. They watched the lot to make sure he wasn’t followed, and then Jet walked into the building. Rani followed and edged close to her by the sodas.
“What’s the emergency? Are you all right?”
Jet gave him a brief synopsis of the shootout on the street in front of his guesthouse. By the time she was done, he was white as a ghost. David joined them as she was finishing her summary, and put his hand on Rani’s shoulder.
“You need to disappear for a while, Rani. Now. It’s just a matter of time until they figure out whose house that is. I wouldn’t even go back to the office. Just go somewhere you can melt into the background.”
“Are you nuts? I can’t just leave without giving my patients notice!”
“A small army is dead in the street in front of your house. The cops are already there. Some of the bad guys got away. You’ll be the natural place they’ll be looking. They have no other leads,” Jet explained.
“How will they know I own the house?” David just stared at Rani. “But I don’t have my ID…”
David pulled out ten thousand dollars and handed it to him.
“This will keep you for at least a month, maybe a month and a half. Don’t go within five miles of the guest house. Go directly to your place and get your passport, then get the hell out of there, and I mean in seconds, Rani. My guess is you have fifteen minutes at most, but if I’m wrong, you don’t want to find out the hard way. Then drive to your bank and pull out a bunch more money. Head to any of the border checkpoints and walk across, and then get to an airport and go somewhere far away. I would suggest something tropical and third world. Someplace where there isn’t a lot of recordkeeping and you can pay cash for a hotel and sign in without ID under a phony name.” David paused, taking in Rani’s shocked expression. “Don’t use your credit cards. Leave your cell phone in the trash here – it can be tracked. I’ll send you an e-mail when this is over and it’s safe to go home. I’m sorry, buddy. I’m really sorry. But there’s no other way…”
When Rani left, he looked like a condemned man.
They both knew the feeling.
Jet and David went back to the car and sat inside, lost in their own thoughts.
She took his hand. “How are you holding up?”
“Great. What’s for dessert?” he quipped.
Jet smiled. “Rani did say he wanted you to get out and move around a little.”
“I’m guessing he didn’t mean this.”
They took pause for a while, holding hands, and then she leaned over and kissed him softly on the cheek.
“You still think I’m crazy?” she whispered.
“Always.”
“Ready to put my plan into motion?”
He sighed, defeated. “Do I have a choice?”
“Not really. Not after all this.”
He turned the key and glanced at the gas gauge.
She pushed her other hand through her hair, brushing it out of her face, and gave him a small shrug. David nodded and put the car into gear.
“Looks like you win,” he said.
“Let’s hope so.”
 



Chapter 21
“Goodnight.”
Eli Cohen waved to the two guards at the back entrance of the unmarked building as he walked to the parking lot, tired after another long day of infighting and bickering. He carried his briefcase like it held nuclear launch codes instead of the remnants of his lunch and a few odds and ends – a nervous habit, one of many he’d developed over the years.
His twelve-year-old Renault coughed blue smoke before it sputtered to life, the engine sounding ominously like a cement mixer with rocks clattering around in it. He’d been meaning to have the oil changed for weeks. Months, actually, but he had been busy. He was a man with obligations, and each day seemed to be just a little too hectic for him to get it into the shop.
The last car he’d owned was a Citroen. It had lasted him eighteen years, which had convinced him that only the French knew how to build a decent car. Yet another one of his oddities, given what he knew about their reliability. But he was too old to change now, at sixty-two.
He carefully fastened his seatbelt and shook out a cigarette from the ever-present package he carried. His lungs felt like they were half-filled with molten lead much of the time, but it was another habit he had no interest in breaking. Sometimes the very things that destroyed a man were also those he would miss most when the grim reaper came. The damage had already been done. No point in quitting now.
Eli lit the filterless tobacco tube and blew a noxious cloud of smoke out his window, then shifted into reverse, backing the car out of its stall.
Another long day.
A shit day. In a shit year.
The sun was setting, the sky a kaleidoscope of color as he pulled onto the artery that led to his modest community. Elijah lived in a simple home with few creature comforts. His wife, God rest her soul, had died a decade before from a heart attack that had killed her before the pan she’d been holding hit the ground, and since then, he’d seen no reason to waste money on frivolities like new furniture or any decorations more recent than 1980s era. In a way, his Spartan life gave him a greater sense of control.
It wouldn’t be long now. Another year and he’d retire, and then lie on the beach somewhere while scantily clad young things brought him cocktails. Far from Israel. Maybe the Black Sea. He’d heard good things about the Black Sea. Varna. Odessa. It was a big world, where even an old man could indulge his appetites if he had the right kind of money.
It was dark by the time he made it through the dense evening traffic and neared his neighborhood. As he turned onto his street, a tire popped and the misshapen rubber began thumping against the wheel arch.
“Damn it,” he muttered as he pulled the shimmying car to a halt by the curb.
Eli stubbed out the cigarette and put the transmission in park, and then opened his door to inspect the damage. He had a spare, but wasn’t looking forward to having to change it at night in his business suit. If he didn’t ruin his clothes, he would probably hurt his back or cut his hand, knowing his luck.
Even in the dim light, he could see that the tire was history, flat as a board, its sidewalls mangled.
He would call the towing company. He had their number in his briefcase. There was no reason for him to get into roadside maintenance at this late stage of the game. Eli had never been good with mechanical things. That wasn’t going to turn around now.
A car rolled up behind him as he was surveying the damage. Turning to face it, he shielded his eyes against the bright glare as it eased to a stop.
The door opened and a female voice called out.
“Are you okay? Do you need some help?”
“No…I got a flat. Probably all the construction around here. The damned workers drop nails and screws everywhere off the backs of their trucks, and then people like me pay the price.”
“A flat? Do you need me to help you with it?” the beautiful young woman asked as she approached. The night wasn’t looking so bad after all, he thought as he studied the way her jeans formed to her hips. He realized he was staring and lowered his eyes, trying not to be too obvious.
“I could never–”
A blow he never saw coming struck his spine, sending a jolt of pain through his lower back with a shock. He gasped, fighting to stay upright. An arm wrapped around his neck, and a stinking rag clamped tightly over his nose and mouth.
Eli tried to struggle, but within a few seconds everything got blurry, his knees buckled, and he was out.
~ ~ ~
When Eli regained consciousness he was sitting on a hard wooden chair in a dark, empty room with his hands bound behind his back. He coughed and slowly opened his eyes all the way. Something in the corner moved, and he turned his head toward it.
“Eli Cohen. My, what a bad boy you’ve been.”
The voice was female, evenly-modulated, calm. The woman from the car.
“Who are you? What do you want?”
“I’m one of the members of the team you sold down the river. One of the people who was condemned to death by your treachery.”
“I don’t understand. I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he protested, coughing again.
“Let’s not waste each other’s time, Eli. I know who you are, I know what you do with the Mossad, and I know that you’ve sold information to a Russian by the name of Mikhail Grigenko.”
“Mossad? What, are you crazy? I’m not with the Mossad. Where did you get that idea? Is this a robbery or something? I don’t have a lot of money, but–”
She stepped forward and slapped his face.
“Don’t lie to me. I know what you did – your betrayal of those who put their lives on the line for you. There’s no point in denying it. Denial will just piss me off, Eli, and believe me when I tell you that you don’t want to piss me off.”
He studied her face, and then his eyes widened.
She nodded. “Ahh. So you recognize me. Which means you know what I am capable of. Are you afraid yet, Eli? You should be. Very afraid.”
“I told you I don’t know what–”
She slapped him again.
“You don’t get it, do you? You’re not going to make it out of this room unless you tell me what I need to know.”
David stepped out of the shadows. “Hello, Eli.”
The blood drained from Eli’s face. “You.”
“That’s right. So let’s not play any longer. I have some questions, and I need answers. You will answer the questions. If you aren’t cooperative, I’ll torture you until you’ll wish you had died ten times over. You know I’ll do it, so let’s make this simple. You betrayed the team. I know you had a hand in them being killed. I know Grigenko is behind it. My first question is, why?”
“Why what?”
“Why did you betray them?”
Eli spat on the floor. “I didn’t know what was going to happen. I swear I didn’t know he was going to sanction them…”
“Really? What did you think he would do? Send them flowers?”
Eli had nothing to say.
“My question stands. Why?”
Eli raised his head. “I’m not saying anything. You can’t do this, and you know it. You’re one of us. One of the good guys. This isn’t how we behave.”
David moved back behind Eli and picked something up, then turned back to Eli.
“You know what this is? Of course you do. This is a soldering iron. I just plugged it in. Within thirty seconds it will get hot enough to light a cigarette. I’m going to start with your head and work my way down your torso. I’m not bluffing, and you’ll be very sorry if you decide to test me. Once I’m done with the iron, I’ll switch to using electricity, then acid. You know what I’m trained to do. Now I’m going to ask you one more time. Why did you betray the team? Why did you betray me?”
Eli gritted his teeth, refusing to speak.
David turned to Jet.
“Go watch out front and make sure nobody’s around. I don’t want to be interrupted.”
She nodded and paused, looking at Eli. “I guess next time I see you, you won’t have much of a face left. I wish I could say it was nice meeting you, Eli, but it wasn’t.”
She turned and walked to a door behind Eli. He heard it open and then slam shut. It echoed. They were in a large space – some kind of abandoned warehouse or industrial building.
“Don’t do this. There’s no coming back once you do this,” Eli pleaded in a quiet voice.
“That’s right. Just like there was no coming back from the hit squad that attacked me at one of the safe houses. Just like none of the team will come back from the dead.”
David moved closer to Eli.
“Last chance. Why?”
~ ~ ~
Jet returned to the room fifteen minutes later. The stink of burned flesh hung like a pall in the air, and David was leaning against the wall, sweating and breathing heavily. Eli’s head was resting on his chest, what remained of his mouth burbling incoherently.
“We should leave, David. It’s just a matter of time till they shut the town down and start searching every vehicle. You know there had to be a protocol for him to check in once he was settling in for the night. They’re sure to send someone around, and when they find his car…”
David looked up at her. “Okay. I’m finished with him, anyway. He told me everything I need to know.” He spat on Eli.
“What about him?”
“I’ll deal with it. Give me a minute. I’ll meet you by the car,” David said.
When he walked into the main section of the abandoned warehouse they’d commandeered for the interrogation, he looked grim. She studied his face before turning to the vehicle.
“Eli?”
“No longer with us.”
“That will save the Mossad the work of making him disappear, I suppose. There was no way he could have faced any sort of formal charges, was there?”
“Not a chance. He knew where far too many bodies were buried. This way is best. He won’t be talking to anyone about us, or helping the Russian any longer, and whenever someone finds him, the Mossad will keep it under wraps.”
“So now what?” she asked.
“We’ll need to get out of the country as soon as possible, but I don’t like our odds going through the border to Jordan on foot. Unlike Rani, I’m in databases, and for all I know, I’m already on a watch list because of the shooting at the safe house. And airports are obviously out. That means I’m going to need to make a few calls.”
“Tonight?”
“No better time I can think of.”
David walked over to the roll-up door and pulled the chain, raising it five feet. Jet started the car and inched out with the headlights off, and David ducked under the door as it dropped shut.
“What did he tell you?” she asked as they moved toward the highway.
“He confirmed some things I suspected, and some others I didn’t. For him, it was all about money. He claims Grigenko’s people got in touch with him two years ago and made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Millions of dollars for helping, or a bullet to the brain if he didn’t – not just for himself, but also for his daughter, who lives in New York. They seemed to know about the existence of the team, but not our identities. The payment was blood money to sell us out.”
They rode in silence for a minute, and then Jet pointed to the road signs. “Where to?”
David thought about it. “Haifa. There are a lot of hotels where we can get a room and we won’t be bothered…and they’ll take cash.”
She took the road north.
“Eli swore that the only information he provided them was the identities of the team members who participated in the Algiers attack. So Rain wasn’t the Russians. It was just coincidental timing. Looks like the cell figured out it had a problem and decided to do something about it.”
The road rumbled beneath their tires as she changed lanes.
“Eli also said that we were too late. That the Mossad had gotten wind of something in Belize. It wasn’t specific, but I think we can guess it has to do with the oil find.”
“Did he say why the Mossad was involved in that?”
“He didn’t know. It’s possible that there are others on Grigenko’s payroll in the agency. I believe he told us everything he knew. But he did say one thing that’s disturbing. He told me just before you came in. Right before he lost consciousness for the last time.”
“What was it, David?”
He adjusted his position in an effort to get more comfortable in the cheap seat.
“Eli said that whatever was going on in Belize was already in play. That there was no stopping it now.”
 



Chapter 22
The staff at the Leonardo hotel in Haifa were professional and courteous, and within minutes, Jet had paid for a mini-suite on the seventh floor overlooking the sea. The bellboy waited patiently to escort her to the room while she walked to the bank of pay phones near the lobby restrooms and slipped David a room key and a small brochure with the room number scrawled on it. On the outskirts of town, they had stopped at a store to buy a calling card for him to use, and now David was deep in conversation, the telephone handset locked to his ear.
The room was lavish compared to the dumps she had been staying in, and she spent a few moments on the balcony, watching the distant lights of boats in the Mediterranean, before returning inside and closing the curtains. She quickly undressed and then moved into the bathroom, where she stood under the pulsing shower spray, savoring the feel of the warm stream of water on her skin. She was in the process of rinsing the floral shampoo out of her hair when she heard the room door close and David’s voice call out.
“I’m taking a shower,” she called, and then the bathroom door opened.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to intrude. I’m done downstairs, so let me know when you’re finished. I want to rinse off, too.”
She caught his glance darting at her nude reflection in the mirror even as he appeared to be averting his eyes.
“I’ll be out in a few minutes.”
She reluctantly turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. After rummaging through the hotel hospitality kit, she brushed her teeth, and then realized that she’d left her clothes in the other room. Fortunately, the towels were oversized, and after blotting her hair, she wrapped one around her torso and opened the door.
“It’s all yours,” she said.
David stripped off his shirt and went into the bathroom. The incision looked a lot better. He was definitely healing quickly.
Jet sat down at the desk near the window and appraised her reflection in the mirror: wet hair hanging in her face, bullet graze on her shoulder almost healed. She inspected the gash on her hand. It was time for those stitches to come out. More than time.
She stepped over to the bed and switched on the television, tuning in to the local news before turning off the bedside lamp. The shootout in Tel Aviv was all over the airwaves, and it was being described, as was the gun battle at the safe house, as a terrorist attack. An earnest government spokesman droned on and on about recent agitation and an increase in violent rhetoric from Islamic fundamentalists, and finished with an outraged promise to track down the groups responsible for the reprehensible attacks and deal with them swiftly and unequivocally.
Jet had long ago given up wondering how much of whatever the media disseminated was actually true. Her cynicism was bred by her job, where nothing was ever as it seemed and duplicity was second nature. It only figured that governments were cut from the same bolt of cloth as the agencies they spawned.
She heard the water shut off, and then the door opened. A still-dripping David emerged with a towel wrapped around his waist.
“That felt great,” he said as he plopped down on the bed next to her and turned the volume up using the remote.
She traced her fingers over the stitches on his abdomen.
“You still in one piece?”
“The shower made me a new man. Or at least a slightly less battered one,” he said with a small grin.
“How did your calls go?”
“Not bad. I reached a contact I have with the Americans who owes me a bucket load of favors, and asked him for anything he could get on Belize. He’s the one who acted as our liaison in Algiers – he passed the information on to the Mossad about the meeting, and he’s been helpful on several other matters since then. A good guy. He said to give him twenty-four hours. He’s high up in the CIA, so he might be able to help us.”
“Well, that’s positive. And what about saving our asses and getting us out of Israel?”
“That could be a little more difficult. I’m going to have to go back downstairs and call again in about an hour, after he’s had a chance to see what he can come up with.”
She fingered one of his stitches.
“Ow. Watch it. That hurts.” He put his hand over hers.
“I need to pull my stitches tomorrow,” she said.
“You never told me what happened – how you got that slice on your hand.”
“A gardening accident.”
He turned his head to look at her, and she smiled and snuggled closer to him. She moved her damp head and rested it on his shoulder, and then tentatively tilted her face up, her full lips parting as she kissed his mouth, her tongue finding his as she inhaled the sweet aroma of his freshly-scrubbed skin. A commercial came on the TV advertising a fruit juice cocktail, and he groaned as she slid her hand under his towel. Her pulse quickened as a rush of familiar sensations flooded her awareness, and then her towel fell open, and she was plunging into a warm sea, her senses hungry for a touch she’d never expected to feel again.
David lay spent, a trickle of sweat lazily finding its way down his hairline to his ear, her head on his shoulder, his arms around her incredible, naked body.
His mind drifted to the events of the last few days, and then back to the last time he’d seen her. She’d been so adamant about getting out of the game and starting over. Maybe he should have figured out a way to do the same and gone with her – a thought he’d nurtured every day since her car had exploded on the deserted street in Northern Africa. But the truth was that he still believed back then, and he couldn’t just walk away. He’d taken an oath, and his country required men like him to keep the barbarians at bay. Sometimes there was a very wide gray area between what was legal and what was necessary, but he’d never questioned that he was on the side of right.
Until recently, when the team had been executed and his life’s work had come crashing down around him. With Eli compromised, there was no telling who else Grigenko and his cronies in the Russian intelligence service had turned – when you went fishing, you put out as many lines as possible, and he expected the Russian had done the same. Which meant that every one of the team’s recent actions could have well been to remove rivals to Grigenko’s growing commercial interests, and had little or nothing to do with national security.
David was used to living in a moral no-man’s zone, but when his confidence in the system abandoned him, suddenly his choices seemed more questionable than ever. Thinking back to Algiers, did they really know for sure that those petroleum executives and ministers had been terrorist financiers? He’d never heard of any of them until receiving the tip from the CIA. But where had the CIA gotten wind of it? Wasn’t it equally likely that Grigenko’s reach extended to that agency as well? Could David ever be sure that any of the supposed reasons behind the missions his team had carried out were those he had been fed?
He pushed the thought aside and stroked her hair. He couldn’t change anything at this point.
Still, he regretted so many things. Not the least of which was losing her, and the actions he’d subsequently taken.
If he could turn back the clock, he would have played things so differently. But at the time, he’d done what seemed necessary to protect those he cared about most. For all of her conviction that she could start over, he knew that the world didn’t work that way. She could never be a hundred percent safe – not with the number of enemies she’d accumulated. He had wanted to warn her, but had chosen not to – and now she’d found out the hard way and had barely escaped with her life.
There was so much he wished he could tell her, but it wasn’t the time. The last thing he needed was to complicate their already volatile situation with confessions and begging for forgiveness. There would always be time for that later. Not now. Not here. And not under these circumstances.
Would she ever be able to forgive him?
Could he ever forgive himself?
Glancing at his watch, he listened to the soft sound of her gentle breathing, and then inched away from her, pausing to admire the golden brown of her skin. Nature and genetics had been exceptionally kind. Perhaps that was how the universe worked: it compensated for the bad luck with offsetting positives.
Ever since he’d first laid eyes on her, he’d felt an irresistible attraction. Something far more than simple lust, it had been seismic and relentless. Neither of them had any choice in it, and he idly wondered whether there was actually something to the whole idea of soul mates or love at first sight. The intensity of his feelings for her had frightened him – he was used to being in control, and this was a storm, a hurricane of emotion that he was powerless to manipulate. He’d never had that happen before, and he’d certainly had his share of romantic interludes.
No, Jet was a game changer.
David sat up, and she shifted, curling into a fetal position and murmuring sleepily to herself.
She looked like an angel when she was sleeping. So perfect, yet so lethal. A cobra in a model’s body.
Whatever happened, however things turned out, he would make different choices this time around. They had been presented with a second chance. That never happened.
This time he wouldn’t blow it. He’d be worthy of her trust.
He pulled on his shirt and pants and took the room key card before slipping out into the hall. Hopefully, his contact would have a solution for getting them out of Israel. He had no doubt they would escape.
Money and desperation were powerful forces, and they had ample quantities of both.
 



Chapter 23
“Are you ready for a boat ride?”
“What are you talking about?” Jet replied.
David closed the hotel room door and approached her. He set a pair of nail clippers on the table, where she was munching on some fruit. The morning sun streamed through the gauze curtains, warming her as she reached for the clippers.
“We have to be at the dock just before nightfall. At the private yacht marina in Haifa harbor. The story will be that we’re going night fishing for shark. Money may have changed hands between the patrol boats and my contact’s captain – who knows? But he’s got a fifty-foot sports fisher that can make it to Cyprus in eight hours, easy, at which point we’ll be on our own.”
“That’s great news. The sooner we’re off Israeli soil, the better. I’ve been watching the news, and all they’re talking about are the shootings. No mention of Eli.”
David nodded. “No surprise there. He didn’t exist as far as the public is concerned. Just another anonymous bureaucrat. The Mossad will cover it all up – his body probably won’t be found for weeks, and then if he’s lucky, his passing will warrant three column inches on page eighteen mourning his demise following a domestic accident. He’ll be described as a deputy director of public safety or something like that. We all know how it works when we sign up.”
“If there’s anything good to come of all this,” Jet reflected, “it’s that you’re off the radar now. Any search for you will lose steam over time. And with some plastic surgery, nobody would recognize you.”
“That reminds me. Did you get something done? You look a little different.”
“Got my nose narrowed. The effect’s subtle but effective.”
“If anything, you’re more beautiful than before. If that’s even possible.”
She snipped at the hand stitches and quickly pulled them free of her skin. The scar would be barely noticeable within a week.
Jet rose and walked over to where he was standing and put her arms around his neck, and then kissed him long and deep. When she pulled back, she was smiling.
“Are you angling for more lovemaking, David? Because compliments are never a bad way to go about it.”
“Am I that obvious?”
“It’s not a negative. It’s the only thing I can read about you. Everything else, you’re the sphinx. Inscrutable.”
“You have a lot of that going on, too – the inscrutable thing.” He kissed her again.
“How’s the stomach? You sure you can handle another round?” she asked, already pulling her top over her head.
“The doctor did say to get some exercise.”
~ ~ ~
Jet’s only project for the day was to trim her hair – she needed to alter her appearance, and a short cut was the perfect way, especially since all the photos she knew about had her with a long or medium-length cut. She had bought a pair of scissors in the gift shop and set to chopping away. After half an hour, the result wasn’t encouraging. Apparently, becoming a cosmetologist wasn’t part of her calling.
She left David to his own devices in the room and went for a drive, looking for a hair salon that could fix her experiment. Near the center of town, she found two within a block of each other, and selected one based on the décor. The stylist, a pert young woman with a contemporary hairstyle, surveyed her hair with a disdainful look.
“I’m afraid I might have butchered this,” Jet confessed once she was seated in the chair.
“It’s, uh, different. So what did you have in mind?” the woman asked, preferring not to dwell on how Jet got there.
Jet studied the woman’s cut.
“I really like yours. Do you think you could do something like that?”
“It’s a lot more edgy than the bob it looks like you were shooting for. You sure you want to go that direction?”
“I like edgy. Why not?”
“I’ve found it’s a good idea to check before I start cutting. There’s nothing worse than a client who hates her cut once I’m done. That’s not the kind of advertising that builds your business.”
“Don’t worry. If I look freakish it’ll be my fault, not yours.”
Forty-five minutes later, Jet examined the new her in the mirror and nodded, satisfied. It would be hard to recognize her. Amazing how much difference a hairstyle change made.
“It’s perfect,” Jet proclaimed.
The stylist smiled. “It does look good. You’re very lucky. You have a great face to frame, so almost anything would look great.”
David was impressed upon her return.
“Wow. You’re hot. I mean, seriously. That’s a great look.”
“Thanks. But the main goal was to radically change my appearance.”
“It worked. Come here. Let me play with your new hair.”
They elected to have a late lunch in the hotel restaurant, and David took the opportunity after they ordered to make a call to his American contact. When he returned, he looked troubled.
The waiter arrived with their sandwiches, and he took a bite before gazing around the dining area.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Not so good. My CIA buddy said there’s been considerable agitation over the Belize situation recently. There’ve been a series of suspicious deaths, including the shooting of a public figure – a vocal advocate of nationalization of the nation’s oil reserves – and the untimely death of the governor general. An accidental drowning, but given the circumstances, I wouldn’t bet money on it.”
“So the game’s afoot already. We knew it would be.”
“True, but he also says that there’s satellite evidence of a new compound being set up in the jungle down by Punta Gorda, in the southern portion of the country. Apparently the locals are afraid to go near it, and there are rumors circulating of a cartel moving into the area. It’s extremely remote, in an uninhabited section down by the Honduran border. That sounds like something Grigenko would be behind. It has to be. Nothing else is happening in Belize. The footage shows three main buildings with a perimeter that’s been cleared, and as of this morning, several large SUVs and signs of habitation.”
“Okay. So Grigenko’s got something going on in Belize. Question is whether it can help us or not. I was more in favor of heading to Russia to deal with him,” she reminded him.
“Like I said, that could be a major problem. He’s got more security in Moscow than most heads of state. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”
“How many missions have I carried out where I didn’t stand a chance? Come on. That’s almost routine.”
“This is different.” David took another bite of his sandwich and leaned back, signaling to the waitress for another iced tea.
“Then what do we do, now that we have this new development?”
“I’m thinking we go to Belize. Whatever is happening there is obviously critical to Grigenko. He’s spent years on it, no doubt tied to the oil reserves he discovered. If we disrupt his scheme, we may be able to draw him out. As it sits, he’s unassailable in Moscow, so we need him to make mistakes. If we can get him to Belize…”
“So we’re doing the jungle thing? Malaria, humidity, toucans?” she asked.
“I can’t see any better options. Belize is a strong lead, and we know it’s a big deal for him. I say we throw a grenade into his little fiesta there and see what happens. Do you have any better suggestions?”
“I suppose nuking his headquarters is impractical?”
David smiled. “Always the subtle one, huh?”
“Okay, you win. Belize it is. How do we get weapons? I’m assuming we can’t stroll in with the toys we just bought.”
“It sounded like the American could help with that. I get the sense that the CIA has some feet on the ground there.”
“You sure you’re up for this?”
“No problem. I’m strong as a bull now. Healthy living and the love of a good woman…”
The joke silenced them both.
He slid his hand over the table and took hers.
“I’m glad, whatever the circumstances, that you came back.”
She stopped eating and held his gaze. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”
He nodded, and then hesitated, as if pondering something he wanted to tell her, and then reconsidering.
“It does indeed.”
~ ~ ~
They checked out of the hotel late and meandered around Haifa, looking for an appropriate place to dump the weapons. Ultimately, David decided it would be best if they dropped them off the back of the boat before getting underway – there was no way of knowing for sure whether they would still need them up until then.
As the remains of the afternoon drifted into dusk, they negotiated their way to an intimate waterfront restaurant that David had eaten at before, and savored their last meal in Israel – probably for the rest of their lives. They watched the sunset over the Mediterranean Sea and drank coffee, each mentally preparing for the journey ahead.
The burner cell they had acquired rang with a startling intensity. David glanced at the incoming number before stabbing the phone on.
“Yes?”
He listened intently, then hung up.
“Change of plans. The boat we were going to take has an engine problem. So now we’re going to be on a commercial fishing boat. It’ll leave as soon as we get to it, and then we’ll do a transfer at sea to a Cyprus boat – the fishing boat will average seventeen to eighteen kilometers an hour, so by dawn we should be around a hundred forty five kilometers from the island. He’s got an associate that can make that distance in a boat from the St. Raphael marina on the southern coast, no sweat, so we’ll do the handoff at sea.”
“Where do we leave the car?”
“They’ll take care of that – they’ll return it to the rental agency so your credit card doesn’t get shut off.”
“Same plan on the weapons?”
“Yup. Over the side.”
David paid the bill, and a few minutes later, they were pulling into the parking lot near the marina.
“A dinghy will take us out to the boat,” he explained. “It’s sitting just outside of the harbor mouth so it doesn’t have to deal with the police. He’s already been cleared.”
They parked where they had been instructed to, and Jet shouldered the weapons sack. A chubby man with a shaved head met them by the dock and wordlessly directed them to a waiting inflatable near the end of the long row of sailboats. The motor was putting quietly. The man helped them in, and then climbed in himself after untying the line. Soon, they were tearing over the water. Halfway across the harbor, Jet tossed the duffle overboard and watched it sink out of sight into the depths.
The fishing boat was a creaky commercial scow that smelled of decaying fish and oil. They sidled up to it, and Jet and David climbed onto the transom as the craft bobbed up and down on the gentle swell. A swarthy seaman pointed them below deck to the bunks, and before the dinghy had pulled twenty yards from the stern, they were moving, bow pointed northwest to where Cyprus jutted out of the middle of the Mediterranean a hundred and sixty-eight miles away.
The crew stayed above deck, avoiding any contact with Jet and David, which was fine by them both. The stink of the vessel was bad enough without having to contend with curious fishermen. Jet stowed the backpack she had bought earlier, which served as a combination travel purse and clothes bag, and climbed into the lowest of the bunks – little more than stained wooden slats with squalid foam mattresses. The ancient diesel engine thrummed steadily, and the gentle rolling motion was vaguely relaxing.
“I hope I don’t catch something lying on this,” she remarked.
David smiled before climbing onto the bunk above her.
“Probably unlikely that there’s anything worse than fleas or lice. You should be good.”
“That’s reassuring.”
“No need to thank me.”
Her eyes drifted shut as she dozed, and the next thing she knew, she was being surprised awake by someone shaking her. She bolted upright, only to see David’s face near hers.
“We just got the word. The Cyprus boat should be on top of us in ten minutes.”
She rubbed her face and nodded. “It’s really been nine hours?”
“They say you never sleep as well as you do on a boat.”
Jet rose and used the little toilet and then retrieved her bag, joining David at the base of the ladder that ascended to the main deck. They climbed the rungs and emerged into the first glow of dawn, the orange hue of the sun rising on the horizon creating a dazzling display on the water.
In the distance they could hear the chanting of big motors moving toward them, and they watched as a sixty-foot euro-styled motor yacht pulled alongside, bumpers in place to prevent the hulls from scraping. There appeared to be only two men on board the new arrival – the captain and a deckhand, who lashed a line around a stanchion and gestured for them to come aboard. Jet hopped easily from the fishing boat over to the motor yacht. David threw her his bag and made the leap, wincing as he landed on the far deck.
“Are you okay?” she asked, concerned that he was clutching his stomach.
“Just a little reminder to be careful. It’s nothing.”
She looked at him skeptically, and then turned to the deckhand.
The man tossed off a salute. “Allo. Welcome aboard. We will be near the island in three hours, and then I will take you to the marina in the tender. This boat will remain at sea until nightfall. I hope you are hungry. I have prepared a fruit plate and some pastries, and there is fresh coffee brewed.”
Jet noticed he didn’t offer his name, and didn’t ask theirs.
“Thank you. We’ll just go inside, then,” David said.
As they carried their bags into the salon, the big boat surged forward, accelerating until they were cutting through the beam sea at a steady twenty-two knots. The anonymous deckhand poured them coffee in tall non-spill thermal cups and then made for the stairs to the bridge to join the captain, who they hadn’t seen as anything other than a silhouette from the fishing boat.
The two craft couldn’t have been less alike. Whereas the commercial trawler was all peeling paint, rust and malodorous rot, this boat boasted highly polished exotic woods, leather sofas and plush carpeting. The air-conditioning hummed silently, keeping the interior of the salon at precisely seventy degrees.
“I could get used to this,” Jet commented.
David nodded. “You don’t want to know what it cost.”
“What do we do once we’re on Cyprus?”
“Make our way to Larnaca airport and get away from this region of the world. I don’t know what the schedule is for flights to Belize, but my sense is that most of them go through the United States, so we’d be better advised to fly through someplace with less sophisticated computers, just in case my mug is on Interpol. Same for the connection from Cyprus. Maybe through Milan or Madrid or Athens rather than France, Germany or Britain.”
“Into where? Mexico City?”
“Seems like the most prudent hub, and from there we can fly into any number of nearby cities – Cancun or Chetumal being the most obvious.”
Jet sipped her coffee and watched the foaming water race by the windows.
“We’re going to be traveling for at least another twenty-four hours. Did you get any sleep on the boat?” she asked.
“Some. Not a lot. Someone had to keep a lookout and make sure the crew didn’t try to sneak in and ravish you.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “Speaking of which, we have three hours to kill. I’ll bet this thing has some seriously nice staterooms. Locking staterooms.”
“Always thinking of me. You suggesting I try to get some sleep?”
She stood and moved toward the front of the boat.
“Something like that.”
 



Chapter 24
Terry Brandt watched the feed from the analysts and spotted another blurb on the search term he’d selected. He quickly scanned the summary and closed his eyes before reaching for his encrypted line.
“It’s me. I’m starting to see chatter on the encampment in southern Belize. We need to meet. Soon.”
“Does now work for you?” the voice on the phone asked in a neutral tone.
“Fifteen minutes. The usual spot.” Terry terminated the call.
He was stirring sweetener into his coffee at the Starbucks three miles from headquarters when he sensed a presence behind him.
“Five bucks for a cup of coffee. This society is doomed,” a deep baritone lamented from over his shoulder.
Terry didn’t comment, but instead walked up the stairs that led to the secondary seating area. A few students were huddled over their computers, taking advantage of the wireless facility. Other than that, in the middle of the afternoon, they had the place to themselves.
“I’ve been asked to provide what amounts to intelligence and logistical support to our rogue Mossad operatives, and I agreed to do so, but I want to understand how far I should be prepared to go,” Terry said after the two men had taken a seat.
“I would say that you should provide all reasonable support. Give them what they need, and then sit back and see what happens.”
Richard Sloan held a key position at the Defense Department. Theoretically, neither man was even remotely responsible for any sort of an active op in Belize. But in practice, both were not only cooperative with each other’s agendas, but also enjoyed substantial financial reward from bending the rules to the whims of powerful corporate interests with expansion plans that required exceptional levels of understanding from the nation’s armed forces and intelligence apparatus. Between Sloan, Terry and a few select others, they represented a powerful secret affiliation of like-minded men, unified by the most powerful bond in existence: cash.
“He asked about weapons.”
Sloan nodded. “It would be hard to take on an armed camp without weapons. Who do you have in the region?”
“That’s not the problem. We have plenty of contacts in Honduras. It’s lousy with guns from the millions we and the Russians shipped there. I just question how much active support we want to provide. If the shit hits the fan and anything leaks out about this…”
Sloan moved closer to Terry and leaned in.
“All facts aren’t going to become known. I would say no harm could come from you making an introduction. Provide some sat photos. These are small things. You know the strategy. If they’re successful in stopping whatever our Russian friend is up to, then we’ll be in a position to win. If they aren’t, then we’ll still win, only via a different route. But we have to manage things so we appear to be disinterested observers.”
Terry nodded. “Of course. Is there any chance we get sucked into this in an official capacity later?”
“None at all. We’re just trying to grease wheels here. Sort of like benevolent guardian angels. We can’t appear to intercede or favor anyone, and we have to be able to claim ignorance no matter what happens.”
Terry switched gears. “What do you make of the death of the governor general?”
“A stroke of good luck. If the Russian is successful in his scheme, he believes he’ll get the concession for the new field and that the current interests in the region will be rejected. But I’ve already had assurances that the new governor general, a gentleman who’s predisposed to our preferences, will request British and American troops to help the beleaguered nation battle the drug cartels responsible for the heinous violence – that’s in actuality the Russians. That will result in a U.S. military presence in Belize for the first time, and will pave the way for U.S. companies to help the country extract and refine its oil.”
“Grigenko will go nuts. That’s a double cross…”
“Indeed it is. But nobody said life was fair, and it’s not our deal – we never gave Grigenko any green light to pull this stunt. Once the governor general has made the request for assistance, you can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube, and it’s a fait accompli. Doesn’t matter what deals the Russian had before with the prospective new administration, the following one will trump it and set in motion a completely different course than the one he’s banking on. A course that’s good for us.”
“And if the pair is successful?”
“Then the governor general will take actions that still ensure our interests prevail. Either way, we win.”
“If that’s the case, then why help the Israelis?”
“The Russian is getting too big for his britches, and if someone can cut him off at the knees, that saves us the trouble down the road. He’s pissed off the wrong people. But the important thing from our perspective is that we don’t really care who wins. Either outcome will result in a positive for us.”
Terry took a swig of his nonfat soy latté and shook his head. “Kind of astounding that coffee is more expensive than gasoline.”
“So’s bottled water. Amazing what you can convince people to spend their money on, isn’t it?” Sloan sipped his tea.
Terry studied Sloane’s expression. “We didn’t have anything to do with the late governor general’s untimely demise, did we?”
“Of course not,” Sloan said, his face stony, impossible to read. “Is there anything else?”
Terry’s stomach lurched at the response. He was almost sure the man was lying.
“Not really. I just wanted to hear it straight from you.”
“Have no fear, Terry. This is just another skirmish – a relative non-event. Oh, and funds will be transferred to the usual account tomorrow. As always, the group is grateful for your efforts.”
Terry was low-key about his occasional windfalls, but they helped his lifestyle. With a wife, three kids, private schools and a substantial mortgage, he was usually strapped. An extra tax-free hundred grand a year nobody knew anything about enabled him access to the platinum-level escorts that he couldn’t have dreamt of on his pay grade. And the world was being kept safe for capitalism. Everyone got what they needed out of the deal.
Terry stood and, without saying any more, descended the stairs and left the establishment, walking slowly to his car.
Sloan waited five minutes and then departed by the rear entrance, making a stop at the bakery next door to get a chocolate chip bagel for a pre-dinner snack.
Neither man had any guilt about renting his station to shadowy representatives of mega corporations. After all, the same companies paid hundreds of millions every year to lobbyists to push for amendments to legislation that would have cramped their style, or to agitate for this country or that to be invaded or overthrown. All Terry and Sloan were doing was taking a small slice off a loaf that had been their good fortune to be offered. If it wasn’t them, it would just be someone else. You couldn’t fight human nature.
Pragmatism was the philosophy of survival, and Sloan had learned the hard way that any other belief system was misguided foolishness. He’d watched enough of his more ethical peers fall by the wayside during his career. Let someone else save the whales or protest injustice. His stay on the planet was scheduled to be all too brief, and job number one was to get what he could and make himself happy.
When it came down to it, well-intentioned ideologies were developed for those without access to money.
Fortunately, he had access.
End of story.
~ ~ ~
Jet and David pulled themselves up onto the dock at the St. Raphael resort marina and waved goodbye to the deckhand, who was already gliding away in the tender, returning to the yacht a few kilometers offshore. The water was dead calm near the island, and within a minute, he diminished into a dot moving out to sea.
They shouldered their bags and walked to the main hotel building, where they could get a cab. No customs or immigration officials were in evidence, and whether that was typical or had been arranged, they didn’t know, but they were grateful for it. From this point on, things would get easier – it wouldn’t be necessary to skulk around.
Cyprus was a good choice as a gateway. A member of the European Union, the island nation was a business and banking center, and had a decent number of flights departing any given day. They could blend into the crowd of business or holiday travelers and not raise any eyebrows – key to a safe getaway from the region.
They approached the waiting taxi line, and a bellman blew his whistle, signaling the next in the queue to pull forward. The trunk popped open, and they dropped their bags in, and then gave the driver instructions to take them to the airport thirty miles away.
Traffic was sparse along the well-maintained road, passing through modern towns as well as villages that had been there since before the birth of Christ. The driver had the radio on low – listening to music that sounded like someone had tied percussion instruments to a cow and set it running down an alley. Jet took David’s hand and leaned into him as they watched the rugged countryside go by.
Once at the airport, they booked a flight to Madrid that was due to depart in an hour. They carried on their bags and submitted to the cursory and uninspired security precautions before settling themselves into their seats near the front of the plane.
Soon they were airborne, watching the island disappear beneath their wings as they banked west on the long route to Europe, the surface of the Mediterranean shimmering in the sun’s glow.
They dozed en route to Madrid, and David seemed better rested once they landed. After checking the departure schedule, they bought tickets on an Iberia direct flight to Mexico City departing the following day – the first nonstop available.
The eleven-hour flight to Mexico City was uneventful, and customs posed no problem. Within a few hours, they were boarding a flight to Cancun. From there, they would take a bus to the border, a six-hour ordeal, and then fly from Corozal to Belize International Airport, where they would rent a car and drive the hundred miles south to Punta Gorda. With any luck, they would make it by dark.
When they got off the plane in Cancun, the heat and humidity slammed into them, and within minutes, their shirts were soaked through with sweat. As David checked with the information booth on flights to Belize City – on the off chance one was departing that day –Jet chatted with a friendly baggage handler about the weather and the road to Chetumal, on the Belizean border. When David returned, he had a grin on his face.
“We’re in luck. Flight leaves in two hours to Belize City. An hour flight versus seven hours of bus and prop plane hell. I’m going in to book the tickets. There’s an internet café inside – can you go online and see about rental cars and hotels?”
“Sure. I’m guessing there aren’t a lot of choices in Punta Gorda. What is it, population sixty-five hundred?”
“If that. But I looked before, and there’s a handful to choose from. Pick something private,” he said over his shoulder before disappearing into the terminal.
She located the computers and booked a Jeep, and then searched for hotels. As she had suspected, the options were limited, and she eventually selected one a few blocks north of the cemetery, on the water. Even if they weren’t there for pleasure, it would be consistent with their cover to play the role of tourists on a romantic interlude.
Which brought her up short.
Feelings had been rekindled in her that she’d believed long dormant, and if anything, the attraction between them was more powerful than ever. She hadn’t pressed him on the idea of a future after they dealt with Grigenko, but it was on her mind. Would it be possible to settle somewhere and have a normal life together? Something that didn’t involve being on the run, or killing, or being ready to bolt at a second’s notice? They hadn’t discussed it, but with all the downtime she’d had traveling, an image of a life as a couple had gelled in her mind and now seemed attainable.
Jet hadn’t told him about the baby. There would be time for that. The scar from the caesarian had faded into the natural fold of her abdomen, and he hadn’t noticed it in the gloom of the rooms they’d been in, saving her a hurried explanation – an esoteric plumbing problem, perhaps, or a cyst: one of the mysteries of the female anatomy. Her physique had quickly returned to her pre-pregnancy fitness due to her rigorous exercise regimen and diet, and she’d been fortunate to inherit good genes – like her mother, who’d always leaned toward a slim, well-muscled figure.
David returned from the ticketing area a half hour later, interrupting her ruminations, and she beamed a warm smile at him as she rose from the screen and moved to pay the girl at the counter.
Whatever the future held, for the first time in a seeming eternity, she felt happy, even headed into the lion’s mouth.
For now, that was enough.
 



Chapter 25
The Jeep was a black two door with a soft top, and thankfully, the air-conditioning worked. The laconic agent at the rental car desk told them it would take around four hours to reach Punta Gorda and handed them a stained brochure with a map inside to guide them.
“Doesn’t seem to be too difficult,” Jet said as she studied it. “Head south. Keep going. Take the coastal road. Stop when the road ends. You are there…”
“You want to drive or shall I?”
“Either way. How’s the stomach?”
“Better every day.”
They placed their bags in the back, and Jet elected to drive, following the highway across the Belize River and into Belize City.
“What a dump,” Jet remarked as they threaded their way through the afternoon traffic. Most of the homes they passed had an air of disrepair and poverty that was completely unexpected after the relative order at the airport. Dazed inhabitants shuffled down the street in the heat, wearing little better than rags, and many of the cars surrounding them would have made a junkyard blush.
“I guess we can cross Belize City off our dream destination list.”
“But I hear the rents are affordable,” she observed.
“And there’s no shortage of opportunities to keep your combat skills sharp with the gang violence.”
David craned his neck, looking at the rough downtown business district with cautious trepidation.
“Pull over whenever you see an electronics shop. I want to get a phone so I can make calls. I have no idea how remote Punta Gorda is, but if this is any example of Belize’s biggest city, we’ll want a working cell.”
“Assuming there’s coverage there.”
“Good point.”
She braked in front of a shop with stereos and computers in the window, and David hopped out.
“I’m not going to leave the car unattended. Hope you don’t mind.”
“I don’t blame you. Be back in a minute.”
He returned, holding a cell phone aloft in a gesture signaling victory, and they got under way again. Once they were south of town, they were able to make decent time, although they would go for a mile or so at the posted speed and then come to a beaten vehicle chugging along at barely above walking pace.
“Look. Coastal Road,” she said, pointing at a small sign.
“What? That?”
“I…I think so…”
They turned onto the red dirt road and bounced along its rutted surface. A few miles from the highway, they passed an olive-colored horse-drawn buggy with rubber tires. The couple driving it were from a bygone century – the woman wore a long country dress, hair covered with a bonnet; the man in long-sleeved black in spite of the oppressive heat.
“Am I seeing things?” David asked.
“You mean the horses?”
“What was that?”
“Mennonites. A religious group. Like the Quakers. There are a lot of them in Belize.”
He looked at her without expression before returning his attention to the dirt road.
“I’m not going to ask how you know about obscure religious sects here.”
“I had time to kill after booking the car and hotel,” she explained.
David grunted.
Daylight was fading by the time they reached PG Town, as Punta Gorda was called by the locals, and after a couple of wrong turns, they found their hotel. Four hours of marginal roads in barely tolerable seats had taken their toll, and they were glad to stretch their legs, although when they opened the doors, the blistering humidity assaulted them with full force.
“It’s not the Ritz, is it?” David commented.
Jet shrugged and grabbed her bag, lifting his out of the back and hitting the door lock button as she made for the front entrance.
The room turned out to be comfortable, the air-conditioning efficient and cool. Jet used the bathroom to rinse off while David made a call from one of the payphones in the front of the hotel, preferring a landline over the cell out of habit. When he returned to the room, Jet was waiting for him, glancing through the local paper that had been left for their entertainment.
“I’ll meet up with our man here in an hour over by the cemetery,” he reported.
“Seems fitting. I’ll come with you.”
“I’d prefer if you didn’t. That way only one of us is at risk if he’s not playing completely straight.”
“And you’re going to meet him alone because…?”
“I should be able to manage this.”
They finally agreed that she would scope out the meeting place, which was easy walking distance from their room.
At the appointed time, David was waiting near the junction by the cemetery, eyes roving over the weathered grave markers in the small cemetery, when a Seventies-era Nissan truck rolled to a stop. The driver lowered the window and looked David over before gesturing for him to hop in.
“Tom?” David asked.
“The one and only.”
“Don’t suppose your air-conditioning works.”
“Sorry.”
David returned to the room half an hour later, apparently no worse for wear.
“How did it go?” she asked.
“Good. We’ll meet again tomorrow afternoon, and he’ll have the weapons. He’s not sure about the MTAR-21s, though. The Hondurans use them, but the Guatemalans use the larger TAR-21. It’s whichever he can more readily get his hands on. I told him either one was fine, although we wanted them with suppresors if possible. He also wasn’t sure about the 9mm versus the 5.56 NATO round. Again, whatever they have lying around is what he’ll get.”
“Hope it’s the 9mm. I like the stopping power. What about the grenades and the night vision gear? And the knives and pistols?”
“He didn’t seem to think any of it would be a problem.” David tossed a manila envelope onto the table. “Latest satellite images.”
They pored over the photos, hoping to spot any weaknesses in the defenses.
“Where did you have him drop you off?”
“Over by the church. I circled around and took parallel roads for a few hundred yards before cutting back across and taking the main drag. No way he followed me.”
She glanced at the door and lifted her hair with one hand, allowing the chill from the air-conditioning to blow on her neck.
“I’m hungry. Where can a girl get something to eat around here?”
“There are a few restaurants we passed. How adventurous are you feeling?”
“We’re in the middle of the jungle on the mosquito coast. I’d say pretty adventurous.”
They found a little family-style place near the beach that was half-full, all locals, and they both ordered fish with rice. When it arrived, the portions were huge, and neither of them spoke as they ate.
After dinner, they ambled down the waterfront road, hand in hand like newlyweds, listening to the waves as they broke upon the rocky shore.
“So tomorrow. You get the weapons, and then what?” she asked in a quiet voice.
“We check them and confirm that everything is good, and then we reconnoiter the camp before it gets dark. Assuming there are no surprises, once it’s night, we hit them hard and do as much damage as we can. And we try to take one of them alive. I want to understand what they’re doing here.”
“Sounds like a plan. Does this Tom guy know where we’re headed?”
“Negative. He just knows I’m friends with his CIA conduit and need an arsenal. And I’m willing to pay top dollar to get it.”
“What about the photos?”
“The envelope was sealed when he gave it to me. My hunch is he’s the local errand boy, nothing more. A relatively harmless low-end operative, probably part-time, doing a little smuggling, a few coke runs, maybe some shakedowns or protection work. More of an amateur feel.”
“That would make sense. There isn’t a lot here to warrant the A-team that I can see.”
They looked around at the beaten buildings; a scrawny thing of a dog was nosing through a pile of garbage across the street.
“That’s the understatement of the year.”
 



Chapter 26
At four o’clock the next afternoon, David returned to the room with a camouflage-patterned canvas rucksack. He unzipped it and extracted two MTAR-21 compact assault rifles and placed them on the table. Jet picked one up and methodically field-stripped the weapon down to its component parts, and then inspected it carefully, eying the integrated silencer with a practiced eye. Satisfied, she did the same with the second before re-assembling them both. She removed eight thirty-round magazines from the bag and put them on the table.
Next came the pistols. SIG Sauer P226 Tactical 9mm pistols with custom suppresors and three twenty-round magazines for each weapon. She broke down the guns as she had the rifles and scrutinized them, nodding.
“The pistols are good, not great, but they’ll do. Looks like they’ve had a decent level of care, but they’re showing signs of wear. The MTARs are almost new. They’ve got the laser and infra-red pointers, and are also 9mm.”
“They’re Honduran special forces. I presume Tom has a contact in their armory who ‘loses’ them when he has an order.”
Jet raised an eyebrow. “I wonder how many of these go lost every year out of Honduras and Guatemala and the surrounding countries?”
“Probably a lot. No wonder the Mexican cartels have no problem arming themselves with state-of-the-art weapons.”
She extracted six grenades.
“That’ll work.”
David hefted a folding Hornet II combat knife and opened it, inspecting the razor-sharp edge, then pulled out a pair of head-mounted LUCIE night vision goggles and placed them on the table next to boxes of 9mm rounds. Jet reached into the sack and extracted a handheld GPS unit and batteries, and after rooting around some more, a combat first aid kit.
“It’s all here. I’d say with this amount of gear we should be able to handle whatever is waiting for us out in the jungle.”
“Rule number one of field work, I was told by my control years ago, is to never get over-confident.”
“Good rule,” David acknowledged. “I seem to remember something about that.”
They spent a half hour familiarizing themselves with the weapons, cleaning and loading them, and then David tossed a small package to her.
“I hope they had my size,” she commented, unpacking the black coveralls and holding them up.
“I’m sure you’ll be the best-dressed woman in the bush.”
Once the weapons were replaced in the bag, they grabbed bottles of water and then moved their arsenal out to the Jeep. Jet started the vehicle and pulled out of the dirt lot onto the road.
“The compound is six kilometers from the border,” David said, “deep in the jungle. Only one road, so we’ll be doing some hiking to get there. Let’s hope they don’t have anything too sophisticated set up on the perimeter.”
“I can deal with anything they’re likely to have deployed. Just stay behind me.”
David frowned, and she caught his look.
“Sweetheart, when we’re in the field, I’m the one with the most experience, so you need to get comfortable with the idea that I’m in charge there, okay? It’s not a power thing. It’s a survival thing. You still have the biggest equipment in this car…” she said with a smile.
“I get it. I’ll just carry your gear and stay quiet.”
“Try to look pretty for me, too, would you?”
They approached the waypoint she had plugged into the GPS and pulled off the dirt track. She continued until the dense vegetation blocked their way, and then killed the engine.
“Quarter mile to the south. Time to earn our keep.”
They donned the overalls and grabbed their weapons, Jet loading her backpack with the bulk of the grenades before handing him two, which he stuffed into his pockets. They set off into the brush, listening for any sounds, but only heard the usual jungle calls of birds and small animals. It would be dark in a few hours, but Jet had wanted to get a feel for the lay of the land before night fell – it would be easier to spot any surveillance equipment during the day.
After fifteen minutes, they were both covered with sweat, and she stopped, using a hand signal to indicate it was time for a break. They’d agreed on no conversation once they were on approach, and Jet was deadly serious about it. After five minutes rehydrating, they set off again, she peering occasionally at the GPS before advancing stealthily through the thick undergrowth, David following her with his MTAR at the ready.
She stopped abruptly and pointed a few feet ahead of them at a barely visible wire strung at calf height between two trees. David couldn’t make it out at first, and then nodded. They approached the tripwire carefully, and she moved to one side, flipping open her combat knife as she did so. She was back in two minutes and gave him a curt nod. She’d de-activated the triggering mechanism – standard Russian special forces issue, and one she was more than passingly familiar with.
An hour later, they were lying in the tall grass, peering at the camp, which was composed of a large mess tent, two bunk areas and a latrine. A diesel generator clamored off to one side, providing power for the buildings, which were temporary structures obviously erected in the previous week.
They lay motionless, conserving their energy as they waited for the sun to set. Mosquitoes buzzed everywhere as dusk approached, and they were glad they’d sprayed themselves with copious quantities of insect repellent before setting out. Malaria was a regular visitor in the jungles of Central America, a joy that they would both rather avoid.
An occasional shout or exclamation of hoarse laughter floated from the camp as the men gathered for dinner; Jet counted sixteen in all. One man was clearly in charge, and she watched as the men deferred to him, two of them sitting at his table studying a map.
Darkness came slowly, and when it finally arrived, the surroundings were pitch black, as only the jungle can be. The lights from the camp, powered by the generator, stood out against the inky backdrop. They would wait until they were extinguished and the men were asleep before making a move.
Only two sentries remained outside on patrol when the rest of the group moved into the buildings for the night. They strolled around the clearing with assault rifles, clearly not expecting any trouble, which was an advantage for David and Jet. At sixteen to two odds, they would need every break they could get.
One hour rolled by, then another, and then the lights went off, except for two low-wattage bulbs mounted atop poles at either end of the grounds. The Russians were confident there were no threats, she could tell, and the sentries were sloppy, not paying attention. After all, they were in the middle of nowhere, and they were the predators.
David and Jet moved together, separating at the tree line and moving in a crouch to the perimeter. She saw him dart behind one of the parked vehicles out of the corner of her eye, and then focused on the task at hand – disabling the sentries without alerting the rest of the camp.
Her man moved nearer, twenty yards away, as she crouched by the generator, waiting for her opportunity. The noise from the motor would conceal the sound of a silenced shot, but she preferred not to chance it. A knife was better for this sort of work.
The guard tapped a cigarette out of a worn pack and was lighting it when she struck, sprinting in a flash and gripping one black-gloved hand over his head as she drove the point of her blade just below the base of his skull. Blood ran down her arm as he convulsed and then dropped, dead weight, his spinal cord severed. His weapon, an American M4 rifle, fell softly onto the grass beside him.
She spun when a cry from near David’s location pierced the night, and she cursed inwardly. After a few seconds, he came running, but the damage had been done. A light went on in one of the two buildings. She bolted to the generator and pulled the pin on a grenade. With a final glance at the building she tossed it next to the fuel tank and darted back behind the SUV where David was waiting.
The explosion shattered the night, and the compound went dark. She flipped her night vision goggles down and switched them on. David did the same.
“What happened?” she hissed.
“I was right on top of him, and he turned. Something alerted him – he must have sensed me. I’m sorry.”
“Remember. We take the leader alive,” she whispered. “Move over there. Let’s not make this too easy for them.” She pointed at another vehicle, then spun and trotted back to the smoldering wreckage of the generator.
The door of the first building burst open and men poured out, guns sweeping wildly in search of threats. After pausing for a brief second, she sighted with her pistol and squeezed off three silenced rounds. Two of the men collapsed, tripping two others behind them whose momentum had carried them forward. The second building’s door exploded outward with gunmen, and she saw the distinctive shape of night vision equipment on at least three of their heads. Those were the priority targets.
She heard David’s MTAR spit from behind the truck and saw the first of the men slam backward. Jet joined him in the fray, slipping her pistol into her belt before swinging the assault rifle into play, carefully squeezing off bursts. The second night vision-equipped man’s head burst apart, and he sank to the ground in a heap. Several of the Russians had taken cover behind crates or barrels, and now bullets slammed into the metal of the generator housing as they returned fire. She counted a few beats and loosed another burst, then another. More men fell, their weapons dropping uselessly by their sides.
The night vision goggles were the deciding factor. Only a few of the gunmen had them, and once they’d been taken out, the only option the remaining men had was to fire at Jet and David’s muzzle flashes – a less than ideal scenario. One by one, the Russians fell to the MTARs, the deadly rain of lead devastating them as they struggled to defend themselves.
More slugs thumped against the generator. Jet steeled herself, drew a deep breath, and then scurried to the nearest truck, rolling behind an oversized tire as she blasted at the remaining shooters. The trick now was to keep moving. All of the night vision-equipped targets had been neutralized, so the surviving men were almost blind in the black of the night. She considered tossing a grenade at them and finishing it, but that was too messy – and they needed to take at least one of them alive.
The firefight lasted another two minutes, and then the camp went silent except for the sound of men dying. She caught a glimpse of David by one of the far vehicles. He gave her a thumbs-up. Thank God, he was fine. She shouldn’t have been worried – he’d seen more than his fair share of action before moving behind the scenes, but years of desk work could dull even the most field-honed reflexes.
Motion at the back of the building caught her eye, and she spun. A survivor was running for the tree line, a pistol clenched in one hand.
She instantly leapt to her feet and raced toward him, her steps muffled against the moist ground. He seemed to sense her pursuit at the last minute and turned, pistol pointing vaguely in her direction. Without night vision gear, he was blind, she knew, but even so, as she moved closer, he could get lucky. She dropped into a crouch and gripped her SIG Sauer with both hands and fired a single shot. His leg went out from under him, and he staggered with a grunt, then squeezed off four rounds, their impact tearing at the ground around her. She fired again, and he spun, struck in the chest, and collapsed to the ground. She waited a moment. Another. Then she edged closer, wary of another shot from him.
He was moving, struggling to raise the pistol. She darted nearer, zigzagging to present a more difficult target, and then was on top of him, kicking the weapon away. She heard the distinctive sound of bones cracking, and he screamed, his hand ruined.
David reached them twenty seconds later. Jet was kneeling over the man, watching the bloodstain spread on his shirt over his left pectoral muscle. She looked up at David.
“We need the first aid kit.”
He grunted assent then turned to retrieve it.
Jet returned her attention to her captive.
“It’s over,” she said in fluent Russian, and then he passed out.
 



Chapter 27
When Yuri came to, he was lying in the mess area, illuminated by one of the SUV’s headlights. His men lay dead all around him, and his chest throbbed with unspeakable pain. He tried to move, but couldn’t.
A man stepped into his field of vision, and then…a woman, her hair tucked under a black knit cap. He blinked sweat out of his eyes, and then they widened in shocked recognition.
“No,” he croaked incredulously, wincing as he did so.
“I see there’s no need for introductions.” She turned to her companion. “Show him.”
David held up a syringe and stepped forward.
“Morphine. If you answer my questions, you’ll get the shot. If you don’t, I’ll make your last hour on the planet the most miserable of your life. Do you understand?” David asked in Russian.
“Yes.” The agony was unbearable, and he was having difficulty breathing. His appendages felt cold. His hand was numb, but his leg pulsed. One of them had tied a belt around his thigh to stop the bleeding.
“You’ve been hit in the chest and the leg. Believe it or not, the chest looks like you could survive it if you receive medical attention in time – I put a field dressing on it so the bleeding is under control. But the leg is a problem. The bullet nicked the femoral artery. If I loosen the tourniquet, you’ll bleed out in a matter of a minute or two. As it is, by the time we get you to the nearest medical facility, you’ll be in danger of losing it. So let’s make this fast. I need answers. If you’re truthful with me, I’ll finish this and take you to the closest town so a doctor can save your miserable ass. If you lie, you’ll die like a dog out here. Are we clear?” David demanded.
Yuri nodded.
“Okay. First question. Who are you?”
“Yuri Kevlev.”
“Who are these men?”
“Mercenaries. They work for me. I handle security for a number of high-profile companies.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Coordinating an operation.” Yuri coughed, blood tingeing the spittle that flecked out of his mouth.
“What was the objective?”
“We were to assassinate the prime minister and four of his closest cabinet members the day after tomorrow.”
Jet interrupted. “Why bring in a large force like this? Why not just a few contractors?” she demanded. “Two, maybe three qualified operatives could have easily handled that. Hell, I could have done it and been home in time for lunch.”
Yuri appraised her.
“It was supposed to look messy. Like a drug cartel hit. Lots of shooting and collateral damage.”
David snapped his fingers in front of Yuri’s face to bring his attention back to him.
“Why? Why a cartel?”
“I don’t know.”
David shook his head. “Don’t lie to me. I told you I would know when you lied to me. Do you want the morphine or should I dig my knife into your chest and carve my initials into the bullet wound?” He kicked Yuri in the ribs. The Russian erupted in a burbling coughing fit. David stood impassively by, watching as he fought for breath.
“What was the reason for making it look like a cartel execution?”
“I was told to make it look like one. That’s all I know.”
Jet exchanged a quick glance with David.
“Who do you work for?”
“Grigenko.”
“Why kill the prime minister and his cabinet?”
“Something to do with oil. With them dead, a new cabinet would be named, and he’s paid off the likely new group. They will declare any leases that haven’t started pumping yet void, which are all but one, and then Grigenko will be awarded the new lease.” Yuri’s voice was starting to fade. “Please. The morphine.”
“After a few more questions. Were you behind the attacks on the houses in Israel?”
“Yes.”
“And on her, in Trinidad?”
“Yes.”
“What about the team members?”
“Yes.”
“Why kill them?”
“Loose ends. He couldn’t afford anyone to live who might have known about the oil. You were all a liability.” Yuri’s eyes closed from pain, and then he opened them and fixed Jet with a glare. “You’ll never be safe. He will spare nothing to kill you. You murdered his brother. Nothing will save you.”
“So I’ve heard,” Jet said, obviously unimpressed. “Now for the most important question, and then you get the shot. Where is Grigenko now?”
Yuri grimaced, a cadaverous grin that stretched his pallid skin taut.
“You have no chance.”
“Perhaps. But where is he?”
“In his compound, safe, in Moscow, surrounded by the best security in the world.”
Jet held his eyes.
“Give him the shot,” she said and stepped back.
David moved to him and stabbed the needle into his arm, depressing the plunger.
Jet moved back to his side.
“Every target has a weakness. No security is airtight. There has to be a way to Grigenko in Moscow. I need you to think. How would you do it if you had to take him out?”
Yuri shook his head. “Impossible.” His eyes began to drift.
“Let’s get you to a hospital,” David said.
Yuri jolted. “No. I failed – and the price for this kind of failure is the ultimate one. I’m a dead man. He can’t afford me to implicate him. Even if I somehow managed to survive, I don’t want to spend my life in a Belizean jail.”
“I’m afraid that’s not your choice. But look at the bright side. There’s a better than even chance you’ll die before the doctors can save you,” David reasoned.
“Not good enough. Release the belt. This will be over quickly. Painlessly.”
“Sorry, Yuri. It’s just not your lucky day.”
His eyes filled with panic. “I can tell you how to get to him,” Yuri blurted, his words slurring slightly as the morphine hit.
“What? How?” Jet asked.
“Promise to let me die and I’ll tell you,” Yuri gasped.
David stepped away from him, and Jet moved closer.
“Fine. I’ll see you in hell soon enough, anyway. Tell me and I’ll keep my word,” she promised.
He motioned to her with his good hand. She leaned into him.
Yuri began speaking, softly, as if to a lover, his words a murmur.
A minute later, she straightened.
“The explosions and gunfire will draw police and military here soon. Even in the middle of nowhere, the sound of explosions carries for many miles. We need to get out of here,” she said to David.
Yuri looked at her expectantly.
She moved back to him and took his good hand, then guided it down to the belt around his thigh, pulling the end tighter to clear the prong from the belt hole. He gripped it shakily.
“Now you control your destiny. Just release the belt and it’s over.”
His eyes found hers with a flicker of gratitude. She turned to David, her business with Yuri concluded.
“Come on. Let’s move.”
They dropped their night vision goggles back into place, and she fished the GPS out of her backpack. She powered it on and waited for it to lock onto a satellite. After a quick consultation, she pointed at the trees, and they took off at a jog.
Yuri watched them disappear into the dark. His head swam, and a wave of nausea washed over him, and then his vision dimmed. In spite of the heat, he was cold.
He muttered a few words of a prayer his grandmother had taught him in secret as a small child – everything he could remember all these long years later. A tear rolled down his face, and he looked up at the night sky, faint stars glimmering overhead. There was Cancer. The Big Dipper. Mars.
He’d always been fascinated by the cosmos when he was young, the idea of other life forms somewhere out there having captured his adolescent imagination before he’d moved too much into this world, into adulthood, leaving the dreams and the wonder behind, exchanging them for the more attainable aspirations of a young man with high purpose.
Where had the time gone?
Would he have done anything differently if he’d been told that his life would end in a clearing in the middle of an anonymous jungle at thirty-nine years old? Would he have walked the same path? Could he have been someone different than who he had turned out to be?
His grandmother’s tremulous voice echoed in his mind as if from a great distance, the ancient words, like velvet, redolent of a magic long departed from the world, coaxing him to rest easy, the sound of crickets a rhythmic accompaniment to her incantation.
“I’m on my way, Nana,” he whispered.
Yuri released the belt and closed his eyes.
He was going home.
 



Chapter 28
“Well, I’ll be damned.”
Terry stared at the memo in his hand, fresh from his Central America analyst.
He re-read it, then moved to his encrypted phone and made a call.
Half an hour later, Terry watched Sloan approach the barista and order tea, then stiffly mount the stairs to where Terry was already sitting in the Starbucks lounge area.
“I heard,” he said by way of greeting to Terry.
Terry reclined in his overstuffed lounge chair and toasted Sloan with his beverage.
“Amazing, don’t you think?”
Sloan nodded. “That’s why you want to spread your bets around. You can never be sure how things will turn out. A smart man has a foot in all camps and positions himself to prosper no matter what the outcome.”
“That sounds like something from a fortune cookie,” Terry said. “How the hell did they take out, what, sixteen men? Maybe I should hire them.”
“I have a feeling they aren’t available.” Sloan took a sip of his tea, rolling it around in his mouth before setting the cup down on the small table between them.
“So what now?” Terry asked.
“We move to plan B. We still have the new governor general coming into office. Once he’s situated, he’ll suggest to the prime minister that the government look hard at the oil prospecting rights that have been assigned, and terminate any outstanding prospecting licenses that have passed their mandated end date. So far they’ve just let them sort of drift along, hoping something good happens. Ending the licenses is a reasonable step, and within the government’s power. He will then propose that Belize find a strategic partner for its oil exploration moving forward – a group with clout.”
“Responsible adults,” Terry agreed.
“That’s right. A few weeks later, our group will go in and make the administration an offer they can’t refuse. The find is still a secret, and the only ones who know about it are Grigenko and us, so the price should be a relative bargain – remember, they have no idea what they’re sitting on. Grigenko can’t say anything or word of his terrorist attempt will leak, and then even his pull with the Russian government won’t be enough to stop international prosecution. Putting a group of killers in place to execute a sovereign government qualifies as terrorism, and there will be no place for him to hide. My hunch is he’ll stay quiet. So we’ll ink a deal and make the discovery a few months later, and everyone will win – except, of course, Grigenko. Check and mate.”
“You think he’ll just walk away?” Terry asked skeptically.
“The man is already filthy rich. This won’t change anything for him long term. True, he would have been filthier and richer, but it’s not worth losing his empire over. He’ll drop it, but he won’t be happy.”
“What about Belize? I can’t believe that’s all there is to it.”
“There’s more going on here than meets the eye, Terry. You don’t really want to know the rest. Suffice it to say that you’ll get a nice bonus and life will go on. Some things are best left alone. Trust me on that.”
“And the girl? The Israeli – David?”
“They’ve served their purpose, haven’t they? Let Grigenko hunt them down. It’s not our concern.”
Terry nodded. “And if they touch base again? Need more help?”
“Bring me any requests. As you’ve pointed out, they’re uniquely effective. It might be valuable to have them as allies down the road. Especially the woman. We both know an operative like that is worth her weight in platinum.” Sloan took a sip of his tea, then studied the cup like it had bitten him and frowned at it. “Remember, Terry. Always spread your bets out. You never know when that rainy day you’ve been saving up for will come. Nobody does.”
Sloan stood and looked around the empty area.
“Always nice to see you, Terry. Enjoy your coffee.”
~ ~ ~
Mikhail Grigenko slammed the telephone handset down in fury and paced around his expansive office, rage threatening to completely overtake him.
His plot to get the exclusive on the Belize find had disintegrated. Reports of bodies in the jungle were surfacing, and Yuri was nowhere to be found – he hadn’t answered his satellite phone in twenty-four hours.
He had to assume the worst – that somehow, some way, his plan had been compromised and parties unknown had taken on his men. Successfully, from all indications.
The early news was sporadic and vague. The Belizean government had issued a terse statement alluding to Guatemalan separatists, or drug cartels, or smugglers who had fought it out with another faction. Commitments to get to the bottom of things, along with reassurances that all was well were the customary boilerplate and meant nothing.
Grigenko could do the math, and it wasn’t in his favor.
As he paced, the dawning sense that his force couldn’t have been eliminated without a serious security breach crept into his consciousness, eventually staking a claim.
Yuri’s men were as good as they came. For them to be wiped out smacked of government intervention. Had Belize somehow learned of his plot and moved against him before he could follow through? Superior force was the only possibility, as unlikely as it sounded. But a superior force to a well-equipped team of Spetsnaz commandos was hard to envision in a nation where the power went out several times a day.
There was no obvious answer, and that made Grigenko nervous.
Struggling to contain his anger, he sat behind his desk and stared out the window. He had faced adversity before, been tested, and prevailed. He just needed to think his way through the current situation and craft a new solution.
Grigenko swiveled his chair and rose. He went to the marble-topped bar and poured himself two fingers of vodka, swallowing it in a single gulp. The familiar burn warmed his throat, and he felt himself calming.
In his favor, there was still no sign that anyone knew about the oil find. That put him far in front of anyone else in the region. Information was power, and he had all of it at present. The current administration had rebuffed his tentative explorations to buy favor, but that could well have been a price issue – in truth, he had been cheap, figuring that there was no reason to leave money on the table if the locals didn’t know about what they had. Perhaps it was time to push a few more chips into the pot and raise the stakes. The clock wasn’t his friend on this, and every day that he didn’t have a deal in place was another day that one of his competitors could slip in ahead of him and eat his lunch.
He’d considered a number of scenarios before deciding that a bold strike to take out the current government would be his most promising. One of the possibilities had been to lobby for the government to sign his group to act as the de facto national oil company, winding down its arrangements with any prospecting groups. That kind of unilateral action from the government would encounter a number of significant hurdles, not the least of which would come from the American companies that would want a shot at earning that business, so he had erred on the side of stealthy violence and subterfuge.
Perhaps that had been a strategic mistake.
Yuri had been gung ho about the military strike, arguing that destabilizing the country would result in a more pliant administration moving forward. Once he had his deal in place, they could trumpet the find, and the government would be heroes – it would add billions to the balance sheet over just a matter of a few years, wiping out the entire national debt and rendering the little banana republic relatively prosperous. Of course, Grigenko would see eighty cents on every dollar for his role in providing the necessary infrastructure and support, but then again, he was doing all the heavy lifting. There would be plenty of money to go around, and his company would go from being a virtual non-player in the Americas to a heavyweight, overnight.
He poured another jolt of spirit into his glass and swallowed it, swishing it around in his mouth to better appreciate its nuance.
This was a setback, but one he could recover from. He just had to keep his head and be clever.
The first thing he would need to do was hire a new security group. Whatever had happened with Yuri, these kinds of mistakes couldn’t be tolerated – first the debacle in Trinidad, then the failed execution in Israel…Yuri had obviously either gotten sloppy or had lost his touch. It didn’t really matter which. Grigenko couldn’t afford to have second-rate talent working for him. Yuri had been the best at one point, but no longer, and it was time to retire him. If he surfaced, a bullet to the back of the head in a Moscow alley would permanently terminate their relationship.
He sat down heavily and sighed.
What should have been a week of triumph had culminated in his greatest defeat.
That couldn’t stand.
It was time to get off the mat and start swinging again. He had delegated too much responsibility to Yuri, and the man had failed him. There was an important lesson in that. If he wanted something important done right, he needed to attend to it himself and not hand it off to underlings. There were no shortcuts.
Thinking through his next steps, he flipped open his rolodex and pulled out a card, then put his feet up on his desk and leaned back as he dialed a number.
“Andrei. It’s Mikhail Grigenko. Yes, yes. It has been too long. My friend, I think today is your lucky day. Can you come over for lunch?”
~ ~ ~
Tom wiped sweat off his face as he rounded the bend to the single lane bridge in the optimistically-named town of Hopeville, just north of Punta Gorda. The damned Nissan was running rough again, either because of the crap gas he’d been getting or something wrong with the fuel system. It coughed and protested as he crept over the water, and he mentally committed to changing the fuel filter tomorrow no matter how unpleasant the weather was.
He made a left onto the dirt road that led to his tiny house, and the old truck shuddered, wheezing like an asthmatic in a dust storm.
“Come on, baby. Just a little farther,” he coaxed, stroking the dash hopefully, as though his encouragement would make the difference in the vehicle making it or not.
The engine died with a gasp, and the headlights dimmed as it continued rolling from the momentum. He pulled onto the grass at the side of the road and cursed, then got out and began walking to his house, just a hundred yards up the road.
Even at ten at night, the heat was oppressive, and he swatted at mosquitoes that quickly found him as he wearily trudged home.
The single silenced bullet caught him in the back of the head as he passed his front porch. He tumbled face forward, dead.
His killer approached from behind. Nudging Tom’s inert form with his foot, he pulled a cell phone from his pocket and made a call.
“Problem solved. Get someone to drop him into the ocean – let the sharks take care of him. We don’t need any questions being asked.”
“Five minutes.”
“I’m out of here.”
 



Chapter 29
A stunning young blonde with aggressively-styled short hair, wearing a black leather jumpsuit that clung to her like a second skin, stood at the roulette table in the Salon Europe of the world famous Grand Casino de Monte Carlo, playing five thousand dollars at a spin. She had arrived an hour earlier and was now up – she had two hundred thousand dollars of chips in front of her after starting the evening with a hundred and fifty. A small gathering of admirers, mostly male, watched as she won and lost, her outfit drawing as much scrutiny as her winning streak, all shiny, supple surfaces and chrome zippers. Her bronze skin accentuated the captivating almond shape of her eyes, and even in a venue that was no stranger to beautiful women, she was a stand out.
Jet pushed more chips onto black and nodded to the croupier, who watched as other players made their bets before he closed the gaming and gave the wheel a spin. She sipped her mineral water with a lime twist, the pink of her tongue darting seductively out of her mouth to catch a stray droplet on her bottom lip. A collective pause in the breathing of the spectators accompanied the slowing of the wheel, and a muffled exclamation greeted her winning yet again.
By any standards, the casino was opulent, filled with the wealthy from all over Europe, Russia and the Middle East, a favorite of the rich and famous for generations. The building exuded old money and prosperity, and boasted a reputation that had been carefully groomed for over a hundred and fifty years. Made famous to the general population after featuring in several James Bond films, it was a staid playground for the well-heeled in a country where one needed a minimum income of approximately five hundred thousand dollars a year to reside.
She threw her head back and laughed at a flirtatious comment from an extremely handsome Swiss gentleman in his forties, who had whispered in her ear by way of congratulation. Her eyes sparkled in the light cast by the overhead chandeliers as she wagged her finger at the prospective suitor, who was as taken with her as the other men who had decided to pause from their gambling near her table.
Round and round the wheel spun, meting out its rewards and punishments dispassionately, the croupier acting as the master of ceremonies in a never-ending celebration of Lady Luck’s fickle tango.
Her phone vibrated in her hand. She glanced at the text message before deleting it. Two words that signaled the real start of her evening.
[He’s here]
Samuel Terin was a Hollywood legend, an iconoclastic director who rubbed shoulders with an entourage of A-list celebrities and who was frequently connected to one beautiful starlet or another. His last three films had set box office records, and his distinctive long hair and week-old growth of beard made his still ruggedly handsome fifty-something-year-old face instantly recognizable the world over. No stranger to the casino, he was considered one of the more eligible bachelors prowling the Euro corridors – whenever he wasn’t knee-deep in making a movie, he routinely spent his spring and early summers at his villa on the outskirts of nearby Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat, a stone’s throw away in the South of France.
She knew from the newspapers, as well as the dossier that David had received from his American contact, that roulette was his favorite game of chance – just as she knew that his reputation as a lecherous playboy was well-deserved, and that he secretly favored bondage, discipline and S&M play – sometimes so rough that it had taken considerable financial incentive to keep delicate matters out of the public eye. He favored young women, preferably blond, athletic and intellectual, the more exotic and alluring the better. And he seemed to have a weakness for dominant ones, but not Germanic, mannish domination – more eclectic and stylish than that, his taste running to French and Dutch when in Europe.
Her entire appearance had been crafted to attract him. The leather outfit, the hair, the high-rolling bets, the intoxicating perfume that was one of his favorites – the dossier had been remarkably thorough, as good or better than any she’d been given while with the Mossad. David’s CIA contact had come through for him on this, and also by obtaining a set of blueprints that was as closely guarded a secret as any nuclear device.
Grigenko was the sort of new money that enjoyed the proximity of the kind of fame only Hollywood could deliver. He counted as his friends a long list of movie stars, producers and directors, one of whom was the enfant terrible of the film business, the always newsworthy and shocking Samuel Terin. And tonight, Grigenko was staging a soirée on his 258-foot mega yacht, moored in the closest slip to the mouth of the harbor a mere four hundred yards away. Rumor had it the guest list included not only Terin, but also a world-famous singer whose career was in hyper-drive, and the winner of last year’s academy award for best actor; both occasional guests on the Russian’s floating crown jewel, Petrushka.
Security on the ship was likely to be airtight, with Grigenko’s customary contingent of marine bodyguards, as well as a detail of police on the wharf – even a billionaire like Grigenko had to be discreet in a foreign country where the locals frowned upon heavily armed guards brandishing their weapons. His was by no means the largest yacht in the harbor that night, nor was he the wealthiest owner – some of the Middle Eastern royalty who frequented the principality spent the equivalent of Grigenko’s entire net worth on partying every year. And they expected their security forces to be subtle, so an unruly Russian upstart wouldn’t receive preferential treatment beyond a certain point. In Russia, his men could parade around with machine guns, but not in Monaco, where civility was prized.
Which wasn’t to say that they weren’t armed. The weapons were merely concealed in an attempt to be unobtrusive – Grigenko’s cocktail guests were unaccustomed to men equipped for war. The security detail wore black tie and carried pistols in inconspicuous shoulder holsters, looking no less lethal for their formal dress.
Samuel was wearing a black silk jacket with a blindingly white shirt and a jaunty blue and red cravat – a famous affectation of his that he insisted upon regardless of the continent or the weather. His bodyguard and two guests followed him as he ambled through the casino, looking for a little stimulation before arriving fashionably late for Grigenko’s fête.
Another soft sigh escaped the crowd when Jet’s now larger twenty thousand dollar bet slid onto red, and a young olive-skinned prince pushed his matching wager next to hers, followed by a hirsute cousin of the Sultan of Brunei. The croupier announced his trademark, “Les jeux sont faits,” and the wheel began its dizzying rotation anew, all eyes now on the stunning blonde and her big money-winning streak.
The counter-spun ball bounced and rolled, and finally came to rest on 36 red – another winner. A murmur rippled through the throng like a current, and the croupier pushed a considerable stack of chips to her, and then to the other two lucky players. She took a thousand-dollar chip and flipped it to the croupier as a thank you, and a few of the admiring men clapped lightly in approval.
She smelled Samuel’s cologne before she saw him. He inched next to her as though he had known her for years, and murmured in her ear.
“Well played. It seems you have a fan club cheering you on.”
Her eyes danced with amusement, and she brushed his cheek with her lips when she whispered back.
“Thank you,” she said, her accent lightly tinged with French.
Jet placed forty thousand dollars onto red again, drawing a sharp intake of breath from the spectators and a stray admiring titter. She pretended to ignore Samuel, as she was ignoring the young prince, and the wheel again made its round, Samuel’s matching forty thousand dollar stake next to hers.
The croupier called out number eight, black, and a collective sigh emanated from the gathering. The tension in the atmosphere was palpable as he raked the chips into the house coffers. She sensed Samuel leaning into her again.
“Bad luck, that.”
She offered a dazzling smile, her eyes glittering the promise of better fortunes to be had.
“You know what they say. Easy come…” She slid her hand on top of his and patted it, as though reassuring a child whose favorite toy had broken, then pushed sixty thousand dollars onto red again. Samuel followed suit.
The croupier watched with practiced eyes as the assembled players placed their bets, and then he spun the wheel, holding the ball overhead so all could watch as he tossed it with aplomb onto the spinning dial. Several of the floor managers had now taken up station near the table, watching the action, and watching Jet. When a young woman turned up with a purseful of cash and the money involved got beyond a certain point, the management suddenly paid attention.
Samuel inclined toward her a third time.
“If we win, you come have a cocktail with me on my friend’s yacht in the harbor at what promises to be the party of the season, okay?” he ventured.
Her lips brushed his ear.
“Do I really look so bored? I thought I was doing a good job concealing it,” she purred with an agreeable pout.
The croupier’s voice increased in volume as he called out the number.
“Number seven, red! The lovely young lady wins again!”
She felt Samuel’s hand on her arm.
“Come on. Let’s get out of here and grab a drink,” he said smoothly, this time foregoing the whisper.
She turned and appraised him, looking him full in the eyes. He didn’t flinch, but she could see the hunger there, the desire, as well as the anticipation of a new conquest – or conqueror.
“You really need to be taught some manners, don’t you?” she cooed, raising an eyebrow. The corner of her mouth turned up, ever so slightly, then she returned her attention to the croupier, signaling that she was done playing with a motion of her hand. An attendant materialized at her side to carry her trays of winnings to the window, and she tossed another thousand-dollar chip to the house as a final tip. Everyone clapped, this time with chuckles and muttering. Jet had made an impression on her appreciative audience.
“I’ll be right back, mister brash,” she said to Samuel, then went to the window, returning a few minutes later after getting her funds credited to her account, memorialized on a plastic card with a magnetic strip. Samuel watched as she wandered back to the table and then turned back to the wheel for the result of his final play. Black. He had bet red again.
“Seems like my luck went to shit once you left,” he complained with a grin.
“Remember that,” she said. “So what’s your name, mister brash American? Bill Gates? Donald Trump?”
He chuckled. “No. It’s Sam. Samuel Terin. I make movies.”
“I’m sure you do,” she teased.
“No, really. I’m a director. Some say a decent one.”
They began walking to the front entrance of the casino, his entourage having disappeared into the fray, eager to play before a night of bacchanal on the Russian’s boat. Samuel had waved off his bodyguard, who now followed at a twenty-yard distance.
“I’m sorry. I don’t watch the movies,” she said with a shrug. “Are you wildly popular? Famous?”
“Depends on who you ask. Many seem to think so.”
“Ah, then that explains the approach.”
They walked side by side, and then Samuel slowed.
“Are you alone?” he asked.
“We are all alone. Tonight, I’m alone, except now, apparently, for you. So we are now alone together, yes?”
He studied her perfect profile, increasingly intrigued as their interaction progressed.
“Well put.” He resumed walking. “And what’s your name?”
“I was wondering how long it would take you to ask. Sylvia. Sylvia Tronqué, Mister Samuel, the occasionally renowned director, depending on who you ask…”
Samuel took her hand and kissed it. “Enchanté.”
“Ahhh. So the sometimes famous Samuel has, how do you say, game? Perhaps tonight will be less boring than I’d feared.”
“I like the way you say my name.”
“I know.”
They exited, and Jet fixed him with a quizzical expression.
“So now where, Samuel?”
“To the boat.”
“You really have a boat here? Isn’t that a little cliché?”
“Even worse. I have a rich Russian friend who has a really big, extremely garish and decadent boat. The ultimate cliché.”
They both laughed together, hers musical and light.
“Decadence is in the eye of the beholder, no?” she said.
“Touché.”
As they walked to the marina, she slipped her arm through his and pulled close to him, looking to all the world like lovers. She could feel Samuel flexing his muscles to appear more fit. Men were so funny.
“So what do you do, Sylvia?”
“A better question might be what don’t I do?” She laughed again. “I’m a writer.”
“A writer! You’re kidding.”
“Why is that so hard to believe? Are you surprised any woman you meet can string two sentences together without calling for help?”
“No. It’s just that…I never thought I’d meet a sexy, incredibly beautiful writer in head-to-toe black leather at the casino.”
She inched closer. “You had me at sexy.”
He tried to kiss her as they walked, and she moved just out of reach.
“You need to buy me a drink first, almost-famous Samuel, remember?”
“You’re amazing. What do you write?”
Her spike-heeled boots clipped along the pavement as the marina came into view, its regalia of yachts a breathtaking spectacle. As they ambled toward the water, she took a deep breath of the salt air.
“Why, Samuel. I thought you might have guessed. I write erotica. Dirty books, non? They are also somewhat popular, like your movies, although I think they shock many people.”
If Samuel had been a fish, he would have stripped off two hundred yards of line and leapt out of the water in an aquatic dance of delight. The hook was set. There was no way he would let her get away tonight. Fireworks exploded overhead in a festive display she couldn’t have timed better.
“Interesting,” he said, his voice cracking, just a little, every one of his innermost hidden fantasies about to be realized.
“We’ll see. Now where is your friend’s big, decadent phallic symbol?”
 



Chapter 30
Petrushka’s security was what she’d expected. Four extremely dangerous-looking men in monkey suits met them at the bottom of the passerelle that led up onto the rear deck of the large yacht. They recognized Samuel and waved him through, but asked to see Jet’s small clutch purse, which they went through carefully. All it contained was the plastic casino card, lipstick, some chewing gum and makeup, a miniature bottle of perfume, her cell phone and a gold Cartier pen – plus two condoms, one of which fell onto the wharf as they rummaged through the contents. An embarrassed guard hastily retrieved it. She beamed a thousand kilowatt smile at Samuel, who looked like he had just won the lottery.
Onboard, a jazz trio played in muted tones as thirty or so well-groomed socialites mingled, white-jacketed stewards navigating easily between them with plates of appetizers and drinks. As promised, the ship was opulent beyond imagination.
“I heard he spent over three hundred million on her,” Samuel said nonchalantly as they moved into the salon and headed to the bar.
“Refreshingly vulgar. And where is the great man? Your friend, the host?”
“Over by the bar, talking to that older gentleman.”
They approached the bar, and Grigenko regarded Samuel with a grin.
“They will let anyone on this boat, nyet? Did security go home early tonight?” Grigenko said, and embraced Samuel with enthusiasm.
“I heard drinks were free till midnight so I decided to slum it,” Samuel said, laughing.
“And who is this magnificent creature?” Grigenko boomed, eyeing Jet. She noted he looked exactly like his dead twin. She fought down the image of Arkadi’s dying eyes as she drove her serrated blade into his heart, and instead smirked in a decidedly interesting way. Jet hoped that her expression didn’t hint at the sizing up she was doing, nor of her rapid calculation of the chances of making a clean escape if she rammed her pen through Grigenko’s eye and ran for it.
“Misha, this is Sylvia. Sylvia, Misha: our host and master of ceremonies.”
“Avec plaisire,” Jet said as Grigenko grasped her hand and kissed it.
“The pleasure is all mine. Welcome to my little indulgence, Sylvia. May I get you a drink?” Grigenko asked, eyes locked on her face.
“Champagne. French, if you have it,” she said, and he smiled.
“Is there any other kind?”
Grigenko snapped his fingers, and the bartender approached. In rapid-fire he ordered a flute of champagne for her and two vodkas, straight up, for himself and Samuel.
The drinks arrived within seconds. Samuel held his drink aloft as though inspecting it, and then toasted.
“To new friends,” he said, and the two men downed their vodka in a single swallow, as was the Russian custom, while she sipped her champagne. Veuve Clicquot, with a hint of citrus on the finish that was distinctive as a DNA sample.
“Mmm. Delicious. Thank you,” she said, and then looked around at the crowd.
Samuel and Grigenko bantered, and the Russian listened as Samuel regaled him with an off-color story about a famous actor who had almost died from auto-asphyxiation before being discovered in the nick of time by his personal assistant. Midway through the recounting, she excused herself, asking where the bathrooms were. Grigenko pointed to a powder room at the far end of the salon, and told her there was another one – upstairs a level – on the second entertainment deck if the salon head was occupied. She pretended to only register the last part and moved up the stairway in search of relief.
Once locked in the bathroom, she flipped out her cell and pressed a speed dial number.
“I’m in. Give me fifteen minutes, and then you should be clear,” she said.
She listened at the door, on alert for sounds of movement, but didn’t hear anything. From the blueprints, she knew that one more level up was the bridge with a suite of offices for the busy owner – a command center and a security hub, which would be manned by at least two sentries.
Below decks were the seven massive staterooms and the engine room, as well as the climate control equipment and electrical junctions.
Jet thumbed through a couple of screens on her phone and located the detail on the yacht’s electrical layout. She’d need to be quick so as not to arouse suspicion.
Easing the door open, she spotted a security guard at the far end of the second level, and she waved her champagne glass at him, smiling. He didn’t return her smile, but didn’t give her any further scrutiny, which was fine. Most men wouldn’t suspect a beautiful woman of anything in a party setting – a trait she was using to her advantage.
She descended the forward stairs and continued down to the lower deck, then made her way quickly to the engine room, which was accessible from both the interior and the transom. The heavy watertight door slid open, and she slipped in, closing it behind her. The entire room was painted stark white, glossy and clean looking. Counting the bays on the port side of the massive engines, she stopped at the third floor-to-ceiling box.
The panel swung ajar with a pop, and she quickly sorted through the color-coded wires, stopping when she found two purple cables. She opened her purse and extracted a stick of chewing gum and unwrapped it, then wound it around the two wires at the top. She sprayed the gum with a squirt of the perfume, and after a few moments, it started crackling and smoking. The underwater security sensors would be out of commission within thirty seconds, ensuring that David’s approach would go undetected.
She closed the panel and returned to the forward door and opened it, swinging herself through and back into the corridor that housed the staterooms. Moving along the hall, she heard footsteps on the stairs. A hard-looking man in a tux descended, and she opened the nearest door, peering in.
“What are you doing here? You aren’t supposed to be down here,” he said, first in French, then in Russian-accented English.
She responded in French.
“I was looking at the bedrooms. They’re really cool. What a great layout.”
“I’m going to have to ask you to go back up to the salon, Miss. This area is off limits.”
“Why?” she asked.
“It just is.”
“D’accord.”
She could feel his eyes burning into her as she glided down the hall away from him, sipping her champagne as she swayed unsteadily, her gait tipsy. The leather jumpsuit had been a good call for captivating the attention of anything male within a mile, if somewhat impractical and hot.
She returned to the party and sidled up to Samuel, who was flushed from the quick ingestion of so much vodka. Grigenko was standing with a group of young women near the rear deck, gesturing expansively at the waterfront buildings in the foreground, their lights glowing warmly and reflecting off the gentle swell that rocked as it pulsed through the mouth of the harbor.
“Did you miss me?” she teased as she again slid her arm through his.
“Of course. I haven’t thought of anything else but you since I first saw you in the casino. How’s the champagne?”
“Delicious. How’s yours?”
“Hits the spot, although vodka isn’t usually my thing.”
“Really?” she inched closer to him. “What is your thing, Samuel?”
“You are, tonight.”
“You sure you can handle me? I tend to get a little…wild – aggressive, even.”
Were it possible for a man to die and go to heaven and still remain ambulatory, Samuel had just reached that state.
“I don’t scare easily.”
“Name your poison,” she said, nodding at his empty glass.
“Single malt scotch, if they have it. Neat.”
She took his glass from him and gestured to the bartender, relaying Samuel’s preference. He selected a new tumbler and filled it with a generous pour, which Jet then handed to Samuel.
“We were talking about you not scaring easy…”
“I can be as adventurous as anyone,” he said. She noticed a slight slur.
“You don’t say. Do you think we can find some rope on board, and someplace…private?”
Samuel’s eyes widened, and he tossed the scotch back, swallowing it in two gulps.
“I went looking for someplace, but the guards told me the staterooms were off limits.”
“I know the owner. Give me a second,” he said, and then weaved over to where Grigenko was holding court.
After a brief discussion with much laughing and a few appraising looks, Samuel returned, his face glowing like a schoolboy’s.
“No problem. We can use any of the rooms but the master.”
“And the rope?”
“One of the bodyguards will leave some coiled up in the hall. Give it a few minutes.” Samuel rubbed up against her, his excitement palpable.
“Isn’t it kind of creepy to have guards everywhere like this?” she asked.
“He’s Russian. That’s what they do.”
Jet motioned for one more drink, this time ordering them both champagne. He nuzzled her neck as the two flutes slid across the bar.
She pointed at one of the servants carrying a tray of food. “Can you get me one of those? They look delicious.”
“Anything you want,” he said and lurched toward the steward.
She dropped a small yellow pill she’d palmed into the champagne and stirred it with her finger. By the time he made it back with an appetizer for her, it had dissolved in the bubbly. Any unfamiliar taste would be masked by the oak and the palate-deadening effect of the hard liquor immediately prior to drinking it. She gratefully took a small bite of the cracker with brie and then set it on the bar, offering him a champagne flute.
“Let’s celebrate. To famous new acquaintances who don’t scare easily,” she recited, and then drank half the flute in one fluid motion. Samuel joined her, finishing his as she knew he would. She now had about five minutes before he passed out for at least half an hour.
“Come on. Let’s find a room. I need some…attention…in the worst way,” she growled into his ear, then took his hand and led him to the stairway that descended to the stateroom level. She could hear tittering from Grigenko’s group as they walked – a good sign.
The rope was sitting outside of the second master stateroom, and she scooped it up as Samuel fumbled with the handle, having trouble with it as his motor skills began to stall. She reached around him and twisted the lever and then moved him into the room, guiding him to the king-size bed.
“Have you been a bad boy today, Samuel? Meeting a strange girl and convincing her to let you violate her only an hour after your first words? What a filthy, horny dog you are, cheri. Pull those pants off, show me what you can do,” she ordered in a commanding tone, heightening Samuel’s arousal even further. She snapped the end of the rope against the bed like a whip, for effect.
“I am filthy. Dirty and nasty,” he slurred, the words now almost unintelligible.
“Lie back and let’s get those clothes off. I can’t wait any longer.”
Samuel dropped his head onto the pillow and began pawing at his shirt with numb fingers. He almost had his trousers down when he started snoring. She finished the job and, once he was naked, wasted no time in tying his wrists to the bedposts and binding his legs spread-eagle. If anyone looked in on them, they’d quickly leave. Samuel was obviously in the middle of something important and wouldn’t appreciate an interruption.
Jet checked her watch. Six more minutes until David would be in position by the bow. Her job, once onboard, had been to disable the sonar, which she had, and create a diversion – something that would allow him to get onto the ship.
She inched to the door and cracked it open, checking the hallway. It was clear, the guards otherwise occupied with their constant patrol of the guest areas. She moved soundlessly to the stairs that led to the equipment rooms and ducked into the engine compartment.
Four minutes to go.
The throb of the generators that provided the ship with power was loud as she approached the enclosures. Three were operating, shore power for a yacht this size being impractical at a guest mooring. She moved to the first and opened the top, searching for the priming assembly, and then found it. Glancing around, she spotted a toolbox, neatly labeled and secured to the nearby wall. She slid open a drawer, selected a wrench, and quickly loosened a bolt on the priming system, then moved to the others to do the same. Once she had finished, she peered at her watch, waiting until the second hand passed the appointed hour, and then she unscrewed the first bolt and removed it, quickly dumping a third of her Cartier pen’s inky liquid into the cavity before replacing the bolt. She did the same with the other two, then returned the wrench to its slot and shut the enclosures. Inching over to the electrical panel, she shut off the breaker for the battery banks; when the generators died, she needed at least three or four minutes of darkness and confusion before they got the batteries powering the emergency systems – that the breaker had been left off would be deemed an oversight arising from maintenance or sloppiness.
Feeling around in her purse, she retrieved two pieces of her gum and wedged them up into the snarl of cables above the breakers, out of sight, then flipped the lipstick top off and jammed the cylinder up beside them, twisting the bottom once she was done.
Jet was swinging the engine room door open again when the first generator started faltering, and the overhead lights flickered, once, then again.
She had just made it back to the stairwell to the main deck when the ship’s power shut down with a groan, and Petrushka was plunged into darkness.
 



Chapter 31
Jet could hear the surprised exclamations from the upper deck as she crept carefully up the stairs. Excited voices echoed off the wooden walls of the main salon, interrupted by static from the guards’ radios as they took stock of the situation.
Grigenko’s voice boomed through the area, silencing the speculations and questions.
“My friends, this is just one of the many joys of boat ownership. A breaker must have tripped. Power will be restored shortly. May I suggest that everyone make their way outside onto the rear deck where the marina’s lights will provide illumination while the staff sorts this out? It happens occasionally. There is nothing to be alarmed about.”
The Russian’s voice sounded calm, strong and confident. The guests turned to the open glass doors that separated the stern area from the salon, and everyone moved onto the deck, which could easily accommodate double the number of people without being crowded. A woman’s laugh cut through the night as she stumbled and almost fell into the twelve-person hot tub, her companion catching her just in time. The security detail hovered nervously nearby, wary of the new danger that bringing the party outdoors presented for their host. A sniper could easily be in one of the surrounding buildings, and there was no way of shielding him if he was in the open.
One of the guards approached Grigenko, who was still safe behind the salon’s bulletproof glass windows, and had a terse discussion, cautioning against joining his guests on the rear deck. Another bodyguard moved toward him, holding a penlight to illuminate the way. Grigenko barked a series of curt instructions, his voice in no way resembling the jolly party host of only a few seconds earlier.
“Figure out what the hell happened. I want lights and air-conditioning back on within sixty seconds, do you read me? Get the mechanic to the generators and find out why the batteries aren’t supplying power. They should have kicked on the moment the generators failed.”
“Yes, sir,” the guard agreed, then spoke into his radio.
“I’m going above to the command center. Something about this doesn’t feel right,” Grigenko said, then moved to the stairs, trailed by the man with the flashlight.
The guests milled about on the rear of the yacht, the sense of emergency waning as the jazz trio carried their instruments outside and resumed playing. Soon, the sounds of laughter and merriment drifted into the night, echoing off the water, the Monaco police contingent having moved further away on the wharf to provide a little privacy for the mega-yacht’s celebrants.
~ ~ ~
David tied his scuba harness and the dive bag containing his fins and mask to the front mooring rope as he waited for the lights to go off. When they did, he expertly shimmied up the heavy line from the mooring to the ship’s bow, unnoticed amid the commotion from the power outage. He was over the front railing within ninety seconds and had his backpack open within another ten, extracting a silenced pistol and an FN P90 submachine gun with a sound suppressor.
He inserted a micro bud into his ear and activated it, then slid a cell phone from the bag and made a call.
Within thirty seconds, the ear bud crackled, and he heard Jet’s whispered voice.
“He’s inside the salon. Three guards around him. No. Wait. He’s heading upstairs. Maybe to the entertainment deck, or maybe to the command center level on the bridge.”
“On my way,” he breathed back as he crept to the superstructure, his neoprene-sheathed feet silent on the hull’s slick surface.
~ ~ ~
Jet slowly traversed the dark main salon, trying to spot where all the security was stationed. She counted eight bodyguards on the back deck, and three had gone upstairs with Grigenko, leaving at least another nine onboard, if the CIA background document on the ship was correct. The Russian traveled with a contingent of twenty-four men when he was on the yacht, not counting the crew, the helicopter pilot, the mechanic, the captain and first mate, and the deckhands and domestic staff. She counted four guards on the wharf now. That left twelve somewhere above the salon.
She walked onto the rear deck among the rest of the guests and glanced up at the superstructure rising three stories above her. She could see the outlines of two men on each level watching the wharf for threats. That totaled six visible on all external upper decks and eight on the main one, with four on the dock.
Jet inched around the musicians and back into the salon’s gloom, retreating to a quiet corner.
“You have six bad guys inside near Grigenko. There are six more outside on the upper decks and eight down here. Four on the dock. Over.”
“I’m proceeding up to the command level. When the lights come back on, I’m going to need the second distraction within no more than one minute. Are you ready?”
“Affirmative. On your mark.”
She knew from studying the ship’s schematic that there was another service stairway near the galley, forward of the bar. It was almost impossible to see inside, but she felt her way along until she reached the forward bulkhead, and then groped along the joinery until she found the entry to the stairs.
“I’m in position.”
“Okay. I’m at the entertainment level. I see two inside. Preparing to neutralize.” David’s words were barely audible.
Just then, the air-conditioning units and the refrigeration kicked on with a hum, followed by the lights.
Applause sounded from the rear deck, and the band increased its tempo, a few of the partygoers clapping along as the mugging bass player plucked theatrically at the strings of his stand-up bass and gave it a twirl.
One of the security men cleared his throat and called for the attention of the gathering as Jet slipped her cell phone out of her purse and pressed the number six speed dial number.
“Ladies and gentlemen. The power is now back on, so if you would join me in returning to the salon, I would appreciate it. The harbor department frowns on excess noise on the marina, and now tha–”
Jet pushed the number one key on her phone, and the lights flickered and then went out again.
The crowd groaned, and the band slowed its pace to a funeral dirge tempo, engendering laughter and a smattering of applause. She took the opportunity to move into the stairwell that led to the entertainment level and softly took the steps one at a time, retrieving her makeup bag as she climbed. After feeling inside and pocketing the casino card, she found the mascara and twisted the top counter-clockwise, watching as it slowly wound back to the original position with a series of small clicks. She dropped it back into the bag, placed it at the top of the stairs and inched away from it, the light from the dark tinted windows barely sufficient to see.
The bag detonated with a hiss of white-hot phosphor, then the other contents exploded outward, spraying liquid fire on the carpet and wood railing, which immediately ignited.
As the flames spread, Jet heard the distinctive popping of a pistol from the same level. She darted to the recessed metal box near the stairs and pulled the handle of the fire alarm, which sounded a klaxon wail throughout the yacht – she’d known that the emergency warning system was on a different battery bank and had left it intact.
The guards on the outside deck turned to see flames licking at the drapes and pushing from the stairwell to the aft portion of the entertainment deck salon. As they approached the glass doors at a run, Jet saw the nearest guard tumble backward as his chest tore open, then the man behind him spun around as a slug shattered his skull. Both men lay motionless in a spreading black pool of blood, so Jet sprinted to the nearest and pulled his pistol free, chambering a round before turning. She caught a glimpse of David moving up the far stairs to the command level and called up to the exterior deck.
“Oh my God! There’s a fire down here. Fire! FIRE!” she screamed at the two guards she’d seen earlier – she repeated the yell to the people outside on the main deck. The panic was instantaneous as the throng fought to get off the boat, fire now pouring from the entertainment level windows.
One of the guards above her leaned over the railing with an alarmed look on his face and, seeing a woman, looked past her to the lower deck. His partner joined him, and she screamed ‘fire’ again, but the second man was quicker on his feet and sensed a threat, woman or not. He was pulling at his shoulder holster when she squeezed off a shot at him, hitting him in the center of the chest, and then fired at his partner, who took two rounds in the throat.
Screams of horror emanated from below as the crowd went berserk after hearing the sounds of the shots, scrambling and clawing to get away from the new threat of gunfire even as the security men around them drew their weapons, adding to the mayhem.
She swung onto the metal ladder that led from the entertainment deck to the command center and was three quarters of the way up when she heard the percussive blast of the FN P90, still loud even with the suppresor. Shots answered it, and the little gun chattered back.
Jet rolled onto the command level, using a fallen guard as cover – one of the windows near her went opaque as bullets pounded into it. She crawled to the access door, and when a guard’s head moved into view, she blew the top of it off.
The clamoring of the alarm was even louder on this deck, and her ears rang from tinnitus caused by the guns’ detonations. She heard more shooting inside, and then her ear bud came to life. David’s strained voice echoed in her ear.
“I’m hit.”
No.
“Where are you? How bad?”
He wheezed and then answered, “By the surveillance room. I took one in the chest. Not good.”
“I’m coming. Where’s Grigenko?”
“Near the bridge. He’s still got two bodyguards with him. The rest are dead.”
“I’ll be with you in a second. Hold on.”
She moved into the dark, the layout of the bridge level burned into her brain from studying the blueprint.
Another shot rang out, and she heard a grunt of pain in her ear bud. They were killing him.
She ran in a crouch to where she thought David would be, and then a pistol butt slammed into the back of her head, and she collapsed, even as she tried to spin to fire at her assailant. Her gun clattered uselessly by her feet as her legs lost the ability to support her, and then she blacked out, the dim glow of the emergency lighting on the controls from the far bridge spinning giddily as the night rushed in and everything went silent.
 



Chapter 32
Jet smelled smoke, and when she cracked her eyes open, she saw that she had been dragged near David, whose breath was burbling in his throat, blood seeping through one of the chest wounds with each labored breath.
“Sir, you need to get out of here now. The police are at the dock and are demanding to be allowed onboard, and the firefighters are right behind them. The boat cannot be saved – this level will be engulfed in a matter of minutes. You have to leave.” Vaslav, the head of the security detachment, was holding Grigenko back, keeping him from approaching.
“I want to be the one to shoot her,” Grigenko insisted, and then a sharp crack and a muffled explosion shook the ship from directly beneath them.
“Any more shooting now that the police are right by the ship is going to have them stopping everyone from leaving, and that will be extremely complicated for you, sir. There are a lot of explanations that will need to be made as it is, but if we’re lucky, the fire will destroy most of the evidence of the gunfight.”
“Give me a knife, then. I’ll cut her head off and dance on the flying bridge with it,” Grigenko snarled.
“I’ll finish her. You need to leave now. Can you fly the helicopter yourself? The pilot is on shore for the evening.”
“If I go slowly, I can manage it. I had a few lessons. It will be tough at night, but I can handle it.”
“Stay low, and you’ll evade the radar. Put down near the airport in Nice, and you can be airborne, on the way back to Moscow, before anyone is the wiser. By the time they get around to questioning all the guests, you’ll be in Russia, having narrowly escaped an assassination attempt. We can figure out the rest from a safe distance – the authorities will lose interest quickly once they realize that the only casualties were members of your security detachment.” He gestured at Jet and David. “These two don’t exist, and their bodies will never be found. We’re only eight miles away from the airport, so you should have no problem making it. Just keep your running lights off and stay close to the water,” Vaslav cautioned.
Grigenko grunted assent. Vaslav was right. They walked to where Jet was lying on the floor next to David, and the Russian abruptly stepped closer and kicked her in the ribs, the toe of his loafer connecting with bone with an audible snap.
“That’s for my brother, you bitch. Rot in hell,” he spat, a stream of sour spittle landing on her still face.
“She’s out cold. Come on. Don’t waste your time. She’ll be dead within two minutes, I promise. I’ll strangle her myself,” Vaslav assured him.
“Fine. Oleg. Come on. You’re going with me. Let’s go,” Grigenko ordered, and the second security man joined them from the com room.
“But the computer and the–”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s over. Move,” Vaslav said.
Grigenko took one final look at Jet and then fixed Vaslav with a glare.
“Rape her. I want you to violate her in every ugly way you can think of. Tear her apart. Film it for me. Use your phone. Do not disappoint me in this, Vaslav.”
Vaslav nodded. There might just be time, and the idea had already occurred to him when he’d caught a good look at her.
Trailed by Oleg, Grigenko mounted the stairs to the next level, where the small helicopter he kept for shore excursions was located. When they reached the modest flight deck, Oleg unfastened the straps that held the conveyance in place, coughing from the toxic cloud that rose from the entertainment deck. Grigenko climbed into the cockpit and flipped several switches, and then a starter whirred. The engine caught, and the rotor began turning lazily overhead.
Oleg gave him a thumbs-up signal, swung the co-pilot door open, and slid into the seat next to Grigenko.
After a few false starts, the rotor picked up speed and the small craft hesitatingly lifted clear, ascending shakily into the night as Grigenko struggled to keep the little chopper under control.
~ ~ ~
Jet felt herself being dragged away from David, then a powerful hand yanked the zipper on the front of her jumpsuit down with violent force. Vaslav strained at her clothes, his breath catching in his throat when he saw the bronze of her nakedness under the leather. He pulled her arms out of the sleeves and then began stripping the pant legs off, tearing the outfit down to expose her.
He stood, fumbling with his belt, and then dropped his trousers as he looked to the railing, where smoke was pouring from the deck below. He would have to rappel down using one of the cables from the helicopter deck once he was done with her. There was no way to make it down the stairs now.
And no way for anyone to get up.
David gurgled helplessly beside them, unable to help her, his life ebbing from him even as the nightmare he was witnessing grew worse with each passing second.
Vaslav knelt between Jet’s legs, and then his hands flew to his throat. Blood sprayed from a gash running from below his left ear to his esophagus. He tried to staunch the stream with shaking hands, and then his eyes rolled into his head, and he slumped onto the deck next to her, twitching as life departed him in a rusty puddle. Jet pulled herself to a sitting position, the plastic card from the casino still clenched in her right hand. She’d retrieved it from her jumpsuit’s only pocket, the stiff edge as effective as a razor in her skilled hands. She wiped the blood from it using Vaslav’s hair and then pulled her jumpsuit back up, zipping the front before moving to where David was laboring to breathe.
“David…” she said, tears streaming down her cheeks. He was dying. The chest wound was bubbling pink froth from his lung. She gazed at the ashen skin of his face and knew.
“I…I’m sorry, Maya.” His voice was barely a whisper.
“Shhh. No need to be sorry about anything, David.”
He grabbed at her arm, his grip weak, trembling.
“I need to tell you something.”
“I love you, David.”
He shook his head.
“I’m so, so sorry. I love you too… I didn’t mean to ruin your life…”
“You didn’t ruin anything. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”
He coughed, blood trickling from his lips and oozing down his chin.
“Listen. I want you to know…I’m sorry about the baby. Our baby.”
She recoiled, shock written across her face.
“How did you know–”
“There’s no time. I…I found out. That’s the…important thing.”
“Oh, David. She…I lost her. She died while I was giving birth…” The tears fell from her face, collecting in a small pool, mingling with the dark stain spreading on his chest.
“No.”
“Yes, David. I…I’m sorry.”
He shook his head and increased his grip, surprising her.
“No. She…didn’t die.”
The words slammed into her. She looked around wildly, her expression uncomprehending.
“How do you…what do you mean, she didn’t die? I saw her. I buried her. Hannah.”
He shook her arm with his remaining strength, forcing her eyes back to his.
“She’s alive. I’m…sorry. I had to…protect…her. It wasn’t…safe.”
“You…how…”
“I…found out, and…I had the doctor…switch Hannah for…a newborn that died the day before. The underage mother…was going…to put it up for adoption…”
Another racking cough finished with a grimace. He didn’t have much time.
“I wanted to tell…to tell you a hundred times…since you came back. But I…I couldn’t. I was afraid…I was afraid I’d…lose you again…and it still wasn’t safe…Grigenko…”
Her expression froze.
“You stole my baby…? You let me live for two years believing she was dead?” The dawning horror in her eyes was worse than anything she could have said, any condemnation or expression of hate.
“I had to. You’d…never be safe, no matter…no matter…what you believed. You can’t outrun your past. And…she’s my daughter, too. I did…what was best. For her. Not for you…or for me. For her, to keep…her…safe,” he said, his voice trailing off at the end. His eyes began fluttering.
She was losing him.
“No. No, you can’t die. Where is she? What did you do with my baby?” she screamed, grabbing his wetsuit and shaking him. His head lolled, and then he croaked at her.
“What? What did you say? David. Don’t die. Where is she?”
With the last of his life, his lips quivered, trying to shape a word. She leaned close to him, putting her ear beside his mouth.
“Where, David? Where?”
His breath wheezed and gurgled. He drew one final lungful of air and clamped his eyes shut from the effort of staying alive, trying to make amends for having done the unforgivable.
“Ohhh…mah…haaah…”
The last of the breath departed him as a groan, and then he shuddered and lay still, his eyes, having opened on the last syllable, stared lifelessly at the ceiling above him.
“No. No no no no no. Damn you, David. Damn you…”
She pounded on his chest with her fists, over and over again, drumming home each exclamation, then fell against him, sobbing, anguish shuddering through her body, a combination of love and hate battling for dominance.
Flames licked at the rear of the command deck and the enclosed area filled with black smoke, the fire now raging out of control below. Fire engines screeched to a halt on the wharf, and she vaguely heard screams in French as the firemen directed their hoses at the ship.
She looked up at the smoke. Her daughter was alive. David’s final gift had been to give her back her life. But in doing so, condemning his memory to eternal damnation.
Jet reached over and closed his eyelids, then rose and staggered to the bridge. A radio crackled near the throttles, and she heard Grigenko’s distinctive voice.
“Change of plans. Tell the jet to file a flight plan for Omaha, in the United States. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Have the pilots ready to depart when I arrive. And get our man in the United States to send someone to this Nebraska place to meet me when I get there. Do you understand?”
Omaha?
But how?
How had Grigenko learned that her daughter was there?
Jet looked around, eyes stinging from the haze, and saw a glow from the com room. She moved to the door and peered in. A laptop computer screen flickered in the dark, running on its battery. She approached it and saw cables going from the hard disk to a much larger box. A decryption engine.
Moving closer, she peered at the screen and saw lines of code. She scrolled down and read, taking in the data. It had to be David’s laptop, stolen from his apartment. The data on it had been instrumental in Grigenko finding her.
But apparently David also kept other information on it.
Like his plans to kidnap Hannah.
The floor began to collapse and flames shot through a rent twenty feet away. She committed the name and address on the screen to memory, then ran to where David’s FN P90 lay on the floor near where he’d fallen. She scooped it up, moved to David and freed his backpack, pausing to slide the weapon inside before pulling the straps over her shoulders.
A sharp crack sounded from the deck as more of it collapsed – she wheeled around and darted to the bridge. The side door was wedged shut, and she pried at it with both hands, forcing it open with a creak. She stepped out and looked over the rail, then without hesitation threw herself headlong into the night air, her body describing an arc as she narrowly cleared the structure below and sliced into the water, her entry hardly causing a splash.
 



Chapter 33
The massive bulk of the ship’s hull hid Jet’s dive from view. When she came to the surface, the blazing fury of the fire illuminated the night, the reflection an eerie dance of light on the harbor’s ripples.
Jet pulled with smooth strokes to the front mooring rope, a hundred yards from where the stern of the yacht was backed up to the dock, moored Mediterranean style with the bow pointed at the harbor mouth. When she got to the line, she felt David’s scuba tank and bag bobbing just below the waves. She slid off the backpack before cranking the air valve open and clearing the regulator with an abrupt blast. Glancing at the wharf, she fastened the harness around her chest and clipped the backpack to it, tugging to make sure it was secure.
She slipped the strap of the mask over her head and took one final look back at the dock as David’s now useless dive bag sank into the depths. Samuel was standing near the water, watching the boat burn with the rest of the partygoers, draped in a blanket and looking dazed. One of the crew must have found him in time. She allowed herself a grim smile, then pulled the mask into place and pushed off in the direction of the harbor entrance.
Her boots slowed her, but she was able to make the hundred and fifty yards to the rocks at the marina mouth using only her arms for propulsion. The surge from the sea rose and fell, waves pounding against the breakwater, and in the dark, she could just make out the waiting jet ski tied to an ancient iron ring in the sea wall.
She pulled herself astride it and jettisoned the scuba gear before pulling the backpack on and jabbing the starter button with her thumb. The powerful engine roared to life, and she unclipped the shore line and then opened the throttle wide, the jet ski’s slim frame leaping forward in a surge.
Spray shredded along the hull as her speed increased until she was tearing through the water at over sixty miles per hour. The lights of Cap d’Ail twinkled as she blew past the point, racing toward Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat, where once around the tip, she would have a straight shot at the airport in Nice.
A searchlight pierced the night from behind her, playing over the sea, and she sliced nearer the shore, braving the surf and deadly rock outcroppings to lose the patrol boat that had hurtled out of the harbor in chase. She was airborne for a few seconds before she crashed back into the waves and goosed the gas, hoping to outrun the Monaco boat.
A voice boomed from the pursuit craft, but she couldn’t make out what it was saying. She peered down at the speed indicator and saw that she was now doing almost seventy miles per hour. There was no way it would be able to catch her. She just hoped that she could avoid any French patrols and get to the airport in time to stop Grigenko. It was a long shot, but at this point, it was the only one she had.
She zigzagged erratically to create a more difficult target, leaning forward to minimize her profile. She knew she wouldn’t be able to outrun a helicopter if the police were able to get something into the air that quickly, but it was dark, so as long as she could stay out of the searchlight she had a good chance with the boats.
When she rounded Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat, she saw Nice spread out before her like a field of light, the airport shimmering on the shore at the far side of the city. The swell increased in size, slowing her, but making it even harder for the chasing boat to gain on her. She glanced back and saw that it had given up – no doubt, the Monaco patrol had radioed ahead and handed the problem off to the French.
The airport was no more than five miles, and she could easily identify its buildings blazing bright on the water. At her current speed, she would be there in seven minutes or less. Then the question would be whether she had made it in time to stop Grigenko. At any moment, he could be taking off in his custom Gulfstream G-550, headed for Omaha, his objective no doubt Hannah. She understood that this was a blood feud, a vendetta, and the Russians were serious about their feuds – he would go scorched earth and slaughter anyone close to Jet, and the closest person in the world was her daughter.
She squinted and wiped salt water out of her eyes. Blinking, she saw the telltale flashing lights of a French police boat off in the distance, headed in her direction from the marina on the far side of the airport.
There was no way she could take the jet ski all the way without the French intercepting her. She would have to cut inland and beach it, then steal a car.
Jet turned and headed to the shore, and a few minutes later, she was flying through the rolling surf and sliding up the gravel beach. Once on land, she took off at a run, wary of the inevitable police presence once her position had been pinpointed.
Traffic on the frontage road was still heavy, and as she sprinted up the strand to the long promenade she searched around for any target of opportunity. A woman walking a Pomeranian recoiled when she saw Jet, dripping wet in her soaked black leather, puddles of water pooling with each high-heeled step. Jet gave the woman a demented look and shouted, “Boo!”
The woman nearly fainted.
A man pushing an old BMW motorcycle was preparing to climb on at the curb. Without thinking, Jet ran to him and wrenched the handlebars out of his hands, knocking him to the sidewalk when he started screaming at her. She threw her leg over the seat, fired up and revved the motor, and then slammed it into gear and shot between two cars into the night traffic.
The wind buffeted her as she slalomed around the slower-moving vehicles, the warm air blowing the worst of the salt water from her outfit. Horns honked in protest as she ran a red light, narrowly missing a sedan before running up onto the sidewalk to get past a taxi that had double-parked to pick up a fare.
Sirens howled from a block behind her as a squad car gave chase. Glancing over her shoulder, she could see the flashing orbs on its roof, and she gunned the motorcycle around the promenade benches as she raced down the pedestrian walkway. She could still hear the horns blaring from the police car as she swung down a side street and disappeared.
Two minutes later, she pulled onto the frontage road that circled the airport, and she twisted the throttle, urging the old motorcycle to give its all. As she approached the far end of the runway, she spotted the distinctive shape of the Russian’s jet near one of the low buildings – no doubt the private plane terminal. Her heart sank when she saw the landing lights illuminated – it looked as though it was ready for takeoff.
Jet skidded to a rolling stop near a security gate, the guards astonished to see a Valkyrie in leather riding an antique. She saw her opportunity – a three-foot gap between the gate and the fence. As they stood gawping, she dropped the clutch and hammered on past them and onto the airport grounds. They yelled at her as she flew by, but she ignored their warning and headed for the maintenance vehicles parked at the side of the terminal, her anxiety mounting as the jet’s door closed and it began rolling to the taxi area.
An airport truck rolled along a hundred yards in front of her, a mobile passenger stairway mounted on its chassis. She sped to it, and after overtaking it, cut it off, forcing it to a stop. In a fluid motion, she reached around and unzipped the backpack, whipping out the P90 and pointing it at the driver.
“Out. Now. Don’t make me shoot you,” she yelled in French.
The open-mouthed driver raised his hands and quickly complied. She jumped behind the wheel, jammed the shifter into gear and floored it. The heavy vehicle lurched forward with a roar as the bewildered maintenance worker stood with his hands still raised above his head, trying to make sense of what had just taken place.
~ ~ ~
The pilot smiled as the tower gave him clearance to taxi. With a curt glance at the instruments, he reached forward, toggled the transmit button and confirmed. They were number one for takeoff and would be airborne in minutes.
Grigenko sat in the oversized reclining chair nearest the cockpit, his legs up on the footrest, a glass of vodka in his hand. Oleg peered through the window, absently watching the terminal. The pilot’s voice came over the speakers.
“We are cleared for takeoff, sir. Please fasten your seatbelt. We will be in the air shortly.”
A map popped up on the large flat screen TV on the forward bulkhead, a red line charting their planned flight path to the United States.
Grigenko felt for the remote control in his seat arm and switched it to television, thumbing through the channels until he found live news coverage of the fire in the Monaco marina. His beloved Petrushka was ablaze and looked like it would be a total loss. The newscaster’s excited voice recited statistics on the yacht’s cost and then launched into a measured description of the reclusive Russian oligarch who owned it.
“So, the insurance company is going to be pissed, nyet?” Grigenko said with a harsh laugh, then took another swallow of vodka. Oleg smiled in obligatory amusement.
Grigenko glanced out the window, movement having caught his eye. Just a maintenance vehicle.
“Once we’re in the air, I’m going to get some sleep. It’s been a long day,” he said, stretching his arms overhead with a yawn. He pushed a button on the seat, and the windows went opaque, blocking out the glare from the runway spotlights.
The pilot inched the controls forward, increasing power to the engines as the Gulfstream started its takeoff run. It began crawling forward and then quickly accelerated, pushing him back in his seat.
The copilot saw the truck heading at them just before the pilot did.
“What the hell does he think he’s doing? Go, get out of here, idiot. We’re taking off,” the pilot said, waving with his hand at the window, talking to himself. “Do you see this fool? Must be dru–”
The truck swerved and veered toward the jet. The co-pilot screamed as the vehicle’s stairway clipped the right wing, tearing the tip off and jolting the plane. The pilot cut power and struggled to manage their trajectory, but the jet was going too fast, having hit the truck while moving at almost a hundred miles per hour. Fluid streaked from the damaged wing, a part of which dragged on the tarmac, sparks flying in a long bright trail as he fought to control the skid. A fragment of wreckage bounced off the runway and then hit the left rear engine, smoke belching from it as the metal chewed through the turbine blades. A warning lamp illuminated on the instrument panel, and the engine died. As the plane slowed, flames began to ignite the liquid pouring from the wing and fuselage.
~ ~ ~
“What the hell–” Grigenko screamed in the cabin as the plane veered out of control. His drink flew from his hand and the glass crashed against the burled walnut interior.
The jet careened sideways with a sickening yaw, then tilted as if in slow motion before slamming back onto its wheels, the deceleration straining the restraining belt that held him in place.
The din of the alarms screeching was the only sound in the cabin for a few moments after they stopped. The pilot burst from the cockpit, his expression panicked.
“What happened?” Grigenko demanded as the pilot pulled on the emergency lever to open the door and lower the fuselage stairs.
“A truck hit us. We have to get clear of the plane. We’ve got a full load of fuel, the hydraulic fluid is on fire, and one of the engines is damaged. We need to move, now,” he warned as the door swung open.
Grigenko looked at Oleg.
“Get your weapon out. Do you have another gun?” he barked.
Oleg nodded, pulled a small pistol from an ankle holster, and handed it to his boss.
“Go.”
Oleg stood and moved to the door, Grigenko behind him. The pilot and co-pilot descended the stairs and, after one look at the damage, took off at a full run, trying to put as much distance between them and the jet as possible before it blew.
The bodyguard stepped out of the fuselage, pistol at the ready, and was halfway down the stairs when a red dot appeared on his forehead. He hesitated, seeming to sense danger, and then the top of his skull disintegrated.
Jet stood on the tarmac a hundred and forty yards in front of the plane, feet apart in a classic military stance, the P90 pointed at the Gulfstream, the red emergency light of the truck illuminating her with an eerie, oscillating glow.
Grigenko stepped out of the plane and took in his fallen bodyguard, and then squinted to get a look at his attacker. His eyes widened in disbelief when he saw Jet in the middle of the runway, the headlights of the truck behind her framing her silhouette in harsh white light.
She waited as he pushed Oleg’s corpse down the stairs and leapt over it onto the ground. The Russian swore as he raised his gun and squeezed off two shots. At that distance, he didn’t have a chance of hitting her. They both knew it.
Flames licked at the jet engine and engulfed the damaged wing. It would be just a matter of seconds until the fuel blew.
She sighted and squeezed the trigger of the P90 again. Grigenko’s shinbone shattered. He continued to fire at her as he collapsed onto the runway, but the bullets went wide, missing Jet and ricocheting harmlessly away from her.
He caught himself as he fell forward, the skin tearing off his hand as he stopped the momentum, and then he struggled back up onto one knee, peering down the barrel of the pistol in an effort to improve his aim.
“You bitch. I’ll ki–” he screamed, and then a blinding flare of orange shattered the night as the Gulfstream detonated in a massive fireball.
Jet spun away and sprinted for the truck as flames rolled toward her, but the force of the blast knocked her off her feet. She rolled under the vehicle as the wave of molten fuel roared past her, holding her breath so it wouldn’t scorch her lungs. Her damp hair crackled as she clenched her eyes shut, and then the explosion faded, and the searing heat diminished.
Rubbing soot from her face, she crawled out from under the vehicle and surveyed the blazing wreckage, pieces of the Gulfstream scattered well clear of the fuselage, the jet now mostly unrecognizable. Grigenko’s charred remains sizzled on the runway, an oily, unrecognizable smudge with bones wedged haphazardly amidst the smoldering chunks.
A droplet of moisture rolled down her cheek, cutting a trail through the grime as she watched the inferno. She took a last look at where the Russian had met his end, and then she turned and walked back to the truck, the dim skirl of fire trucks and emergency vehicles sounding from where they were pulling onto the far end of the field.
 



Epilogue
Two toddlers, little boys, chortled with glee as they chased each other around the seats in the passenger departure area of Charles De Gaulle airport in Paris. One of the tots clenched a blue plastic airplane in his hand and was tormenting his sibling by making vroom vroom sounds and holding it over his head, just out of reach of his smaller brother.
The harried mother looked up from her magazine and rolled her eyes, then called for them to come back to where she was sitting, their carry-on bags gathered around her seat like circled wagons. The boys cheerfully ignored her, and she exhaled a noisy sigh of frustration before catching sight of her husband, who was returning from the bathroom.
“Steve, could you please control the boys? They’re making me crazy,” she said in a loud, whiny voice, simmering annoyance just under the surface as she emphasized the last word.
Steve moved to the older of the pair and grabbed his shoulders, then brought him close and said something in his ear. The little boy nodded and gave him the toy, and Steve wandered back to his wife, the children trailing him. The smaller one swatted the older one in the back of the head, triggering an inevitable response – a half-hearted kick, and then the two were scuffling on the floor, their screams drawing ugly looks from the assembled travelers. Steve looked defeated and helpless, and the mother slapped down her magazine and marched over to the boys, dragging them apart and holding them, separated, as she read them the riot act.
A woman with fashionably cut dyed black hair watched the episode unfold from the coffee stand across the waiting area with a barely concealed smile.
The overhead speakers clicked on, and a distorted female voice announced the commencement of boarding for flight 41 bound for Chicago, initially in French and then in mangled English. First class was invited to board at its leisure, and in a moment, passengers traveling with small children.
Jet shouldered her large purse, drained the last dregs of her coffee and tossed the cup into the trash before approaching the podium, a small suitcase rolling behind her.
“Yes, may I help you?” the attendant asked in heavily accented English.
“I’m checking in for my flight. It’s two hours late, so I was wondering if you could confirm that I can still make my connection in Chicago?” she replied in French.
The woman took her ticket and tapped in a long string of numbers, backspacing to correct entries made in error as her fingers flew over the keys. She eventually pressed enter, and her brow furrowed as she concentrated on the results.
“Mmm. Yes. Well, it will be close, but you should still be able to make it. Do you have any checked bags?”
“No, just my carry-on.”
“Then I would say no problem. Assuming customs isn’t too bad, you should make the connection to Omaha with half an hour to spare.”
“Thanks.”
Jet made her way to the jetway and submitted to the last-minute security baggage check, then moved down the ramp and into the plane. The stewardess greeted her as she boarded and looked at her boarding pass, then pointed to the left.
“First class is right up there. 2A. Window.”
She slid her bag into the overhead compartment and fell gratefully into the oversized seat, relieved to be leaving France. She had ducked into the casino the following day and claimed her winnings and nobody had batted an eye – as if a young woman walking out of the building with nearly three hundred thousand dollars was an everyday occurrence. The management had even offered a security guard to see her to her bank, which she had politely declined.
The newspapers had been filled with accounts of the shootout on the boat and the ensuing fire, and the tragic explosion in Nice that had claimed the life of one of Russia’s most enigmatic oligarchs, but aside from jumbled and contradictory accounts from some airport personnel, nobody had linked her to the incidents. After laying low for forty-eight hours and dying her hair, she had booked safe passage to the United States with no complications.
The sound of other passengers loading onto the plane reassured her that this was really happening, and that within a few more minutes, she would be winging her way to her daughter – a daughter she’d never met; part of herself stripped away, stolen, punishment for a crime she hadn’t even known she had committed. The surrealism of it all still had her in a daze, and occasionally the force of the unfolding events of the last week would intrude with the impact of blunt-force trauma.
David’s betrayal still devastated her in a profound way, even while at the same time she understood his reasoning – that no matter how careful she tried to be there was no way to completely escape her past, and that meant there was always a chance that an enemy would surface when least expected – as the Russian had with her. And she recognized that she had told him time and time again that she would be the worst mom in the world, given her background.
But.
Even though she appreciated the logic, and also knew that his personality had demanded control over every aspect of whatever he touched…she couldn’t help but feel that a part of her had died when he had confessed, just as a part of her had died when he had.
The contradictions were enormous. She wasn’t sure she would ever be able to make sense of them.
And the thought of David, of their last few days together, when a new future seemed possible and theirs to grab, crushed her in a way nothing had ever before.
How could you both love someone and hate them, simultaneously?
Sometimes things didn’t make sense. Life was messy that way. You mushed on, nursing wounds and displaying your scars, some with pride, some with remorse. The only thing she knew for sure was that in the end, nobody got out of it alive.
A canned warning came over the speakers advising her to pay attention to the screen, and then cheerful, smiling flight attendants warned of steps she’d need to take if they crashed into the ocean at six hundred miles per hour. She adjusted her seat back and turned her head, staring out through the window at a world she didn’t understand, that she didn’t belong to.
The heavy plane rolled to the edge of the runway while the flight crew completed its last-minute preparations and strapped themselves in, and then the pilot’s confident voice announced that they were ready for takeoff. After a few seconds, the jet surged forward and gathered momentum, and then the miracle of physics took over, and the mammoth jet’s wheels left the ground as it rose into the warm spring sky.
<<<<>>>> 
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JET II – Betrayal excerpt
Chapter 1
Gordon nudged his sleeping companion. “Doug. Wake up.”
Doug’s chin was drooping onto his stained military green T-shirt, sweat-soaked in the muggy night heat.
Gordon elbowed him again.
Doug shuddered, raised his head, and cracked open a bleary eye.
“What?”
“Shhh. Keep it down,” Gordon hissed. “We don’t want to alert the guards.”
He shifted his camouflage-clad legs in the mud and rotting vegetation then glanced at his partner’s calf, where a filthy bandage was wrapped around a festering bullet wound, the pants cut off at the knee. The rusty stain of dried blood on the dressing was alive with ants exploring the once-white gauze.
Doug was pale, his body battling infection and fever. It hadn’t helped that neither of them had been fed for two days, or that they only got water every four hours. The jungle in the southern hills of Myanmar was brutal at the best of times – if their captors didn’t kill them, nature soon would.
“I got my hands almost free,” Gordon whispered. “Slide over here so I can work on yours.”
Both men were tied to a stake hammered into the ground at the edge of a clearing, their wrists bound behind them with rope. A crude-yet-effective form of imprisonment – and it wasn’t as if there were a lot of places to go. The Golden Triangle was a lawless area that ran from Myanmar to Vietnam, encompassing a swatch of Laos and northern Thailand. Other than occasional villages, where the natives lived in abject poverty, it was mostly jungle and opium poppy fields.
“How?” Doug slurred, too loud for Gordon’s liking.
“Shut up. Just move a little. And stay quiet.”
Doug complied, inching his body to where Gordon could reach his wrists.
The night was dark but a sliver of moon shining through the trees overhead provided enough light to reveal Doug’s haggard features. Glancing to the right, Gordon could make out the main encampment’s tents in the clearing and a few rough-hewn shacks near the tree line, close to one of the countless streams in the hills of the Shan state that bordered Laos and Thailand.
Gordon sawed at the rope with a sharp shard of bamboo he’d broken from the base of the stake. His hands were bleeding from where the jagged edge had sliced the skin, but he didn’t care. If they didn’t escape, they would die. It was that simple.
He guessed that it was around one in the morning. The sun had set at least five hours ago, although his sense of time had become warped, he knew, from the dehydration, hunger and exposure. They’d been left out through the inevitable periodic downpours, the mountain air drying the moisture from their skin over time, bringing with it the mosquitoes that swarmed around them. He’d been bitten so often that every area of exposed skin was swollen and red, as was Doug’s.
He didn’t even want to think about the mosquito-borne diseases that were endemic to the area. Dengue fever, malaria, yellow fever, chikungunya…and there was typhoid, hepatitis, the plague, hemorrhagic fever and a host of other delights that could be had from drinking the water or coming into contact with the jungle denizens.
The least of their problems right now.
Gordon strained to hear anything from the camp. All was quiet, but he knew that could be illusory because, day and night, random patrols of two or three men moved soundlessly into the jungle from the shelters, assault rifles slung over their shoulders. These were Shan – area tribesmen who knew the region like their own back yard – hired guns, paid to live like fugitives and act as security for the man who was a kind of God to them.
A white man.
A round eye – with incredible riches and a desire for extreme privacy, who ruled his domain like a warlord.
Gordon hadn’t spotted their elusive target – the farang the natives were protecting, in whose camp they were now involuntary guests. From what he could make out of the guards’ hushed discussions the man wasn’t there. So even if their mission had gone to plan and they’d been able to sneak up on the camp without being captured, it would have been in vain.
The knowledge did him no good. It didn’t really matter if you were successful or not when you were dead.
He felt Doug’s rope fraying from his efforts with the bamboo and kept sawing methodically. Doug slumped into unconsciousness again at some point over the next hour, and Gordon let him be. He’d need any energy he could muster soon enough.
A noise disrupted the gloom’s tranquility, branches snapping, as two armed men entered the clearing from the periphery, chatting in the local dialect – the night sentries, Gordon knew from memorizing their shifts. The camp seemed calm even during the day, the men lounging around lazily, nothing much to do but cook, patrol and gamble amongst themselves. With their patron absent there was nothing to guard. Nobody would be interested in taking on a heavily-armed group in order to confiscate their tents or weapons. This slice of the world had plenty of weapons – they were more common than shoes in the rural hills.
Gordon watched through shuttered eyes as the two moved to a small fire, where another man sat holding a Kalashnikov rifle, gesturing for him to pass his bottle. He protested half-heartedly and then the three men laughed as he handed them the alcohol. Cigarettes came out, and soon the inevitable cards were shuffled in preparation for another late-night redistribution of wealth.
There would be none of this kind of sloppiness once their target was back. They’d both read his dossier. It was just lucky that Gordon had gotten the rope loose on a night when security was lax. That might be the edge that kept them alive.
Although Doug’s odds weren’t good.
The gunshot wound in his calf had missed the bone, but infection had set in and would hobble his ability to get far. Gordon had debated slipping off without him, but he didn’t have the heart. If he had been wounded he knew Doug would have stayed with him. After all they’d been through together, Gordon owed Doug at least that much in return.
But that didn’t mean his chances were favorable.
If the guards kept drinking, Gordon hoped that in an hour they could make their move and disappear into the jungle. But then what? They were days from anything remotely resembling civilization. And this wasn’t the only armed group in the region. Drug smugglers, bandits, human traffickers, poachers: all flourished in the no man’s land that was the Triangle, and any one of them would kill without a second’s hesitation.
Not the greatest scenario, but one they wouldn’t have to worry about if Gordon couldn’t get their arms loose.
Twenty minutes later he felt the final frayed edges of the bindings separate with a quiet snap and nudged Doug again.
“Hey. You’re free. Cut the rest of my rope the same way I cut yours.”
Doug jolted and looked at him with uncomprehending eyes.
Maybe it had been a mistake to wait after all. He was out of it. The delirium brought about by the infection had progressed too far.
“Doug. Grab this piece of bamboo. Keep your hands behind you. Don’t make any sudden movements. Saw until I’m free.”
Awareness flickered and Gordon felt Doug’s fingers grasping for the shard.
When the bindings finally separated and his wrists pulled apart, circulation returned to his numb hands with a rush of feeling. He peered through slits at the guards, who had finished the bottle and were slapping down cards, cheating each other with tired familiarity, their vigil punctuated by an occasional burp or hacking cough. The guards were seventy-five yards away, and Gordon’s hope was that if they crawled into the underbrush it could be hours before anyone noticed they were missing. It wasn’t as though anyone had checked on them since the sun had set, and he knew from his experience over the last two nights that nobody would be by to look at them until dawn, at the earliest.
“Doug. Listen. We’re going to slide over by that clump of plants and then run for it. Can you make it?” Gordon murmured.
Doug seemed more alert now that his hands were free and there was a chance of escape.
“I think so. How do we do this?”
“I’ll go first. There’s so little light they won’t be able to make us out if we don’t do anything stupid. Once I’m out of sight you crawl to me and then we’ll head downhill. If we make it till daylight we can tell by the sun what direction we’re headed and we can get to the Thai border.”
Doug nodded.
With a final glance at the guards, Gordon inched down and rolled onto his stomach, then dog crawled to the trees. Nobody noticed – no shots were fired or alarms raised. Once he made it into the brush he turned and watched for Doug. He hoped he wasn’t making a fatal mistake by taking him.
Two minutes later Doug materialized next to him. Both of them stood, and Doug tentatively put weight on his leg. The pain in his eyes was obvious but he choked it down.
With a final glance at the camp they slipped deeper into the brush, the sound of night creatures around them their accompaniment as they wordlessly wove through the thick vegetation, hoping to find a trail in the meager moonlight.
Gordon supported Doug as they plodded forward, an hour into their trek to freedom. Doug was already tiring from the ravaging his system had endured from the infection but he trudged on without complaint. Gordon’s arm burned with inflammation from where the guards had crudely carved out the implanted tracking chip, leaving a gash of tortured flesh. He could only imagine what Doug was enduring.
They came to a stream that meandered downhill from the camp, and soon found a game trail that ran along its banks, enabling them to pick up the pace – they didn’t have to blaze a new path or fight their way through tangles of vines.
“Gahh. Oh, God…” Doug exclaimed as his ankle twisted on a rut, tearing at his brutalized calf muscle and bringing tears to his eyes.
“Let’s take a break and rinse off that bandage. The water will make you feel better,” Gordon said as Doug sank to the ground grabbing at his leg.
He gasped, his breath coming in hoarse bursts as Gordon unwound the gauze.
The stink was unbearable. Like rotting meat. Discoloration ran up the veins and the wound seeped a bloody mixture of pus. Gordon rinsed it as Doug winced and didn’t comment on the insects that had taken up a home. The water washed them away but Gordon wasn’t kidding himself. If Doug survived he’d probably lose the leg unless there was some miracle antibiotic they could get their hands on.
“How is it? Hurts like a bitch,” Doug said, but then his voice trailed off when he saw Gordon cock his head to the side and raise a finger to his lips. “What?”
“Shhh,” Gordon whispered, listening. “Damn. We need to get moving. Now. Let’s get you wrapped up. We don’t have much time.”
Gordon wrung out the bandage and hastily wound it around the gash – the bullet had passed cleanly through the calf muscle but the subsequent infection had caused immeasurable damage.
Doug glanced at him with alarm.
“What do you hear?”
“A dog.”
They struggled to their aching feet and stepped into the stream, hoping that would eliminate their trail – although Gordon suspected that Doug’s wound was emanating a strong scent.
He had no idea where his captors had gotten their hands on a dog. Probably one of the nearby villages. A few dollars would buy almost anything, even at three in the morning. Their luck had just ran out.
Clouds drifted across the sky and without warning a downpour started, drenching the two men and further darkening their way. There was no place to take cover from the cloudburst, but getting wet was the least of their worries.
Doug stumbled several times and then cried out. He’d pulled the ravaged muscle again, and this time looked like he wasn’t going to be able to continue any longer.
“Just leave me,” Doug hissed through clenched teeth.
“Not a chance. Come on. Pick up the pace.”
“I…I can’t do it. It’s too–”
A burst of rifle fire tore across Doug’s torso, bullets whizzing past Gordon as he instinctively threw himself to the ground. Doug spun and collapsed next to him, burbling his last breath, and then lay still. The crash of men and beast tearing through the jungle a few hundred yards away signaled that Gordon’s time had run out. He wondered whether they would drag him back or simply end his ordeal with a bullet to the skull.
The rain poured down with renewed vigor, large drops pelting him, and he used the temporary cover it offered to scramble forward and put distance between himself and his pursuers. His boots slammed onto the rocky riverbed, but the torrent falling all around him drowned the sound out. His only hope now was that nobody had night vision gear or worse, an infrared scope. If they did he was already dead.
He followed the brook to a small area of churning froth. Rapids, the stream swollen from the rain. He stepped carefully onto the exposed rocks and hopped across from one to another, hoping to make it to the other side while the downpour covered his escape.
His footing gave out and his sole slipped on the third rock, and he felt himself falling, disoriented as he slammed into the water, the force of the jolt knocking the wind out of him. He shook his head to clear it and felt warm liquid streaming down his neck, and when he reached around to feel the back of his skull his hand came away with a smear of blood.
Glancing around, he climbed to his feet and jogged along the shore as the stream widened, straining to hear any followers. The muffled sound of a dog barking told him everything he needed to know. He needed to put distance between himself and his pursuers while he could. When the rain stopped he’d be exposed – the guards were all locals recruited from the neighboring hamlets, and he had no doubt that some of them were guides for the smuggling trails that wove through the hills. His only edge now was a slim lead and the dark of night. Come morning, if he lasted that long, he’d be a dead man unless he could make it across the border into Thailand and into relative civilization.
The irony of his being the prey wasn’t lost on him. This had been a seek-and-destroy mission, the target a relatively easy, if elusive, one. Gordon had carried out similar operations in Afghanistan, the Balkans and the Middle East with no complications. He was the predator. This wasn’t supposed to happen.
The sound of men crashing through the trees trailed him, but at a greater distance now.
Maybe his gambit had worked. But if so, he’d need to get away from the stream soon. It had served its purpose but was too easy to follow.
A barely-discernible path forked off from the water to his right, and after a moment’s hesitation he threw himself headlong down the trail, willing his legs to greater speed even as he felt light-headed from the blood loss. He’d have to stop soon and try to clot the gash or it would do the gunmen’s job for them.
Shouts echoed through the jungle behind him, but far enough back to afford him a momentary glimmer of hope. If the dog had lost the scent at the stream then they were as blind as he was, and it was a big area.
Vines tore at his skin as the trail narrowed. At that moment he would have given anything for a machete and an M4 rifle. He would have made short work of the amateurs who were tracking him, even with just the machete.
Shots rang out in the distance, but there was no accompanying shredding of vegetation. So the armed men were now shooting at phantoms.
A stirring in one of the trees stopped him in his tracks – a pair of glowing eyes burned into him. He squinted in the dim light and then started. There on a branch was a spotted leopard, capable of taking down a deer.
The big cat hissed as it watched him edge cautiously away while maintaining eye contact so it wouldn’t think he was afraid. Animals could sense fear, Gordon knew. His fight wasn’t with the hungry leopard, but he didn’t want to provoke it in any way. At seventy pounds it could inflict real damage, especially in his weakened state. He backed off, but the leopard seemed intent on challenging him. It could obviously smell blood.
The two stared each other down, twenty feet apart, until the cat decided that there was easier prey in the jungle and leapt gracefully to another branch, then worked its way down to the ground before loping off into the foliage.
Exhaling a sigh of relief, Gordon resumed his push down the path, more than aware that the gunmen were still hot on his tail. He estimated by the sound of the last shots that they were a quarter mile or more away, but he wanted that to be several miles by dawn if he could manage it. As long as the dog didn’t pick up his scent again it was achievable, provided he didn’t bleed to death or get eaten.
As he eased down the hill he entered a thick layer of ground fog that seemed to hang like a cloak over the valley below. He had a rough idea of where he was, but after having been moved from where he and Doug had been captured, it was only approximate. A handheld GPS would have come in handy.
Cries from up the hill, followed by a bark, told him everything he needed to know. The dog had caught the smell of blood on the wind and was leading the men straight to him again. The baying of the hound seemed to grow closer with each passing minute, and he pushed himself, picking up his pace to a flat-out run.
A trailing vine tripped him and he tumbled, rolling down the slope, gathering speed as he slid down the slick side of the muddy hill. He reached out with both hands trying to slow his fall but it was no good. Gravity had the best of him, and the rain made the surface as slippery as an ice rink.
He thudded into the base of a tree, abruptly stopping his descent, and felt something in his chest snap. At least one, possibly two, broken ribs, he guessed. The simple assignment had now become an ordeal that he doubted he would escape with his life. Blood continued to leak from his head and his hands were shredded into hamburger. The only good news was that his slide had taken him at least another hundred yards down a steep section of the hill, which no sane follower would attempt. If he could find another trail and maintain any kind of speed, he might have a chance.
Forcing himself to his feet, he felt like he’d gone ten rounds wrestling a bear. His breath wheezed and a band of pain stabbed into his chest with each inhalation, but as far as he could tell he was still viable.
Gordon shouldered through the brush, careful of where he was stepping, aware that there were other dangers besides the gunmen. Leopards, an occasional tiger, Burmese python…all of which hunted under cover of darkness. He was wounded, bleeding, unarmed, starved and exhausted, which made him vulnerable to anything that wanted to try its luck with him.
And worst of all, for the first time in his career, he’d failed.
He’d lost his partner. Been captured. Had learned nothing that he hadn’t known before the disastrous sortie.
The drizzle stopped and the trees around him watched like silent sentries as he stumbled aimlessly, searching for any sort of route that would distance him from his pursuers. Insects clicked and buzzed in the surrounding grass, and an occasional rustle greeted his trudging as some unseen animal scurried away. The mud sucked at the soles of his boots and his legs felt leaden with each step, the effects of sleep deprivation and no food taking their toll, sapping his energy even as he demanded more from his battered body.
As Gordon emerged into a small clearing, the clouds parted just enough for the moon to leer through, its ghostly glow enabling him to see a gap in the undergrowth on the other side.
Then the fog drifted across the open space, closing in on the seeming mirage. Gordon staggered toward the trees, confident that he hadn’t been imagining the vision. Another bark sounded in the distance from behind him, urging him forward.
There.
Just a few more yards.
For a moment he thought he’d mis-stepped, and then the crackle of dry branches accompanied his body falling into the dark.
Blinding pain stabbed through him. Intense, searing agony from his abdomen, chest and legs.
His vision blurred as he gazed skyward, the moon mocking the sight of his body impaled on sharpened bamboo stakes in the bottom of the pit, his blood seeping black around the lethal spears in the eerie luminescence. A disembodied part of him wondered whether the trap was designed for wild boar, deer or some other prey, and then the pain receded as his consciousness seemed to float above him, observing his pathetic state, his existence brought to an abrupt end in a trench in an unnamed hell hole somewhere in a jungle time had forgotten.
Time seemed to compress as a simultaneous rush of regrets and memories overwhelmed him, and his last thought was that it wasn’t supposed to end this way, that he still had more to do. Even though he’d personally released many from their mortal coil and watched impassively as they died, his own passage surprised him, and he finally understood the puzzled look in the eyes of his victims when their moment had come.
With a last involuntary shudder Gordon strained against the stakes, and then he stiffened, convulsed and went limp, his ultimate breath escaping with a burble as blood filled his lungs and his heart gave up its pointless struggle to beat.
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CHAPTER 1
MONDAY
The photograph arrived in a white Tyvek mailing envelope bordered by green triangles. It was addressed in elegant script to Charles Anderson Prescott, V. Across the bottom half of the envelope, block letters advised that the contents were PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL. It bore no return address.
Caroline Masters, personal secretary to Charles Anderson Prescott, V (better known as Cinco, but always Mr. Prescott in her mind), looked up at the courier. He leaned on her credenza, with his head bent over an iPhone, texting away.
As she scrawled her name on the clipboard he proffered, Caroline asked, “Do you know who sent this?”
He looked up and shook his head.
“There’s no return address.”
“I see that. That’s why I’m asking if you know.”
Surely, he had a record of the sender. How else would his company bill the person?
He shrugged. “I just deliver the packages.”
He tucked the phone into one of the many pockets of his frayed cargo pants, jammed his earbuds into his ears, and returned the clipboard to his black canvas bag.
As he let himself out, Caroline considered the envelope. Her practice was to open and prioritize Mr. Prescott’s business correspondence for him. She did not open his personal mail.
She wasn’t quite sure what to make of this package. A good ninety-five percent of the mail addressed to the attorneys who worked at Prescott & Talbott—including hand deliveries—was delivered to the firm’s mailroom to be logged and then distributed internally by the mailroom staff.
On rare occasions, a courier would hand deliver a package directly to an attorney if its contents were urgent or otherwise very sensitive. But that sort of delivery was usually prearranged; she couldn’t recall ever having received one without a return address.
No one touched Mr. Prescott’s phone or calendar except for her, so Caroline knew he was not expecting this package. And it was marked confidential. This was the sort of package she should take, unopened, into her boss’s office and let him open personally.
And, normally, she would have.
But as the chairman of the largest law firm in Pittsburgh, Mr. Prescott was having a particularly difficult day. For the second time in less than a year, one of the firm’s partners had been murdered.
Mr. Prescott was hunkered down with his inner circle, trying to craft a public statement. It would have to convey sadness and regret at the loss of Ellen Mortenson, for both her warm personality and exceptional legal skill. At the same time, it would need to reassure Ellen’s clients that, as special as she had been, she was sufficiently fungible that any one of her talented colleagues in Prescott & Talbott’s estates and trusts department could step in to take over her matters in a seamless manner. Caroline knew striking the right balance was no easy task. It had taken Mr. Prescott the better part of a day to come up with a statement when Noah Peterson had been killed.
In the meantime, the press, clients, and friends of the firm had been calling nonstop. Caroline’s strong but polite offers to place callers in Mr. Prescott’s voicemail had become stronger and less polite as the afternoon had worn on.
And, if her patience was thinning, then she assumed his was, too. The last thing she wanted to do was to interrupt him with a package that was probably unimportant while he was dealing with a crisis.
So, she plucked her letter opener out of the crystal vase on her desk, slit open the thin envelope, and shook its contents onto her desk.
A five-by-seven print of three young women in formal gowns, smiling at the bright future ahead of them, fluttered out. She recognized them immediately, even though the picture was sixteen years old: Ellen Mortenson, Clarissa Costopolous, and Martine Landry, the first-year associates of the class of 1996. She even remembered the function. It was the firm’s holiday party, black tie that year, and the three new attorneys had exuded glamour, excitement, and possibilities.
The photograph had been defaced.
A thick red X covered Ellen’s face. Across the bottom of the photo, someone had printed in large, red, block letters “ONE DOWN.”
 



CHAPTER 2
TUESDAY
Sasha McCandless stared into her empty coffee mug then checked the time. Twenty minutes until she needed to leave for her lunch meeting. Definitely enough time for one last cup.
Out of habit, she started toward the corner of her office where she used to have a coffee station, then caught herself and headed out the door. She poked her head into Naya’s office across the hall.
“Hey, I’m getting some more coffee. You want anything?”
Naya looked up from the discovery requests she was reading and shook her head, her dreadlocks bouncing off her shoulders.
“You need to slow down with the coffee, Mac. For real.”
Sasha looked pointedly at the pack of Marlboro Lights that Naya had mostly hidden under a stack of paper, but said nothing. She still couldn’t believe Naya had finally left Prescott & Talbott to join her. Having a friend and experienced legal assistant to share the workload and the occasional happy hour cocktail more than outweighed the hypocritical nagging.
“Okay, be right back.”
Naya had come aboard at the end of the summer, after her mother had passed away. Once she was no longer shouldering the home health care bills, she’d called to take Sasha up on her standing offer of employment.
The timing had been perfect. Back in April, a bizarre and highly publicized case up in Clear Brook County had landed Sasha on the front pages of Pittsburgh’s two major newspapers and put her face on the evening news for weeks. Even now, months later, every time a local station ran a story on community disagreements over hydrofracking, they showed the footage of her coming out of the county hospital, splattered with someone else’s blood. WPXI, at least, usually had the decency to follow that with a shot of her, clean and unbloodied, at the Governor’s press conference announcing the indictment of the Attorney General.
As a result of her minor celebrity, the Law Offices of Sasha McCandless, P.C., were awash with prospective new clients. Naya’s most important job responsibility was client intake: she weeded out the crackpots and determined whether the sane ones were relatively solvent and had actual legal matters to litigate. Surprisingly few people met all three criteria.
Better her than me, Sasha thought, as she hurried down the stairs for her free coffee.
Free coffee. The phrase filled Sasha with an undeniable joy. When she had approached the landlord about renting additional space for Naya, he’d informed her he was selling the building to a guy who planned to put in a coffee shop on the first floor. Eager to have a paying tenant while he got his business up and running, the new landlord, Jake, had readily agreed to Sasha’s request for free coffee and had thrown in a ten percent discount on food. She wasn’t costing him much in food, but she figured she easily drank her weight in coffee each month. Good thing for Jake she was just shy of a hundred pounds.
She walked through the cluster of college-aged kids gathered around the bulletin board, amazed that they still read flyers pinned to corkboards. Shouldn’t they all be checking in on foursquare or something?
Kathryn, the Pitt student who worked three mornings a week, gave her pink-streaked hair a toss and laughed when she saw Sasha approaching.
“No way? You want more?”
“Last one, Kathryn,” Sasha promised, putting her mug up on the counter.
“Last one for my shift, at least. I’m off at noon.”
Kathryn filled the bright orange mug and slid it back to Sasha.
Sasha walked back up the stairs, sipping the hot coffee as she went. She wondered what Will Volmer wanted. He’d been unusually cryptic when he’d called and asked her to lunch. All he would tell her was he had a possible referral for her but he couldn’t discuss it over the phone.
Will, the head of Prescott & Talbott’s white collar criminal law practice, had represented her back in the spring when she’d given the grand jury testimony that had led to the indictment of Pennsylvania’s Attorney General. Will’s unflappable demeanor and quiet calm had seen her through the chaos of that scandal, so she figured she owed him one. She’d show up and listen to what he had to say, but she doubted she’d be interested in the case, whatever it was.
Despite the lack of qualified clients who walked in off the street, Sasha was busy. Really busy. Hemisphere Air—notwithstanding its decades-long relationship with Prescott & Talbott’s litigation department—now used Sasha for all its Pennsylvania trial work. She supposed that was what happened when you saved the life of a company’s general counsel. As the head lawyer at Hemisphere Air, Bob Metz wouldn’t hear of anyone other than Sasha handling a civil matter in the jurisdiction.
In addition to the Hemisphere Air work, Sasha had a decent stream of work for current Prescott clients. They sought her out for corporate litigation matters that were too small to justify Prescott & Talbott fees but sufficiently complicated to require Prescott & Talbott quality. They stayed with Prescott for their larger matters and retained Sasha for the rest. None of those clients had been direct referrals from Prescott, though. Whatever Will had in mind was a first.
Back in her office, she stood in front of the window with her coffee and looked down at the foot traffic on South Highland Avenue. People—students mostly, judging by the flip-flops and pale, bare legs—strolled from shop to shop, enjoying the Indian summer. Seventy degrees in early October was unheard of in Pittsburgh.
A thin guy with dreadlocks ran across the street arm-in-arm with a tall, red-haired girl and ducked out of sight. She heard them laughing as the bell on the door of the coffee shop below tinkled to announce their arrival to the staff.
She checked the clock: it was time to go. Will was famously punctual. She shrugged a pale blue cardigan on over her sleeveless dress, poked head into the next room to say goodbye to Naya, and headed out to the restaurant across the street.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Sasha arrived at Casbah before Will and asked the hostess for a table in the basement. Sasha wasn’t surprised that she’d beaten him there, considering the restaurant was less than a one-minute walk from her office and a solid twenty-minute drive from his.
She’d offered to meet downtown, but Will had insisted on coming to her. Casbah’s food merited the trip, but she’d gotten the impression that Will didn’t want anyone to see them together.
The cloak and dagger business was decidedly not Will’s style. He’d begun his career as a federal prosecutor, but the prospect of putting three sons through college had driven him into Prescott & Talbott’s affluent arms. As the partner in charge of the firm’s small, but lucrative, white collar criminal practice, Will hadn’t had any trouble funding his boys’ stints at Yale, Stanford, and Duke. He did, however, seem to have trouble fitting in with his partners.
Sasha’s mentor, the late Noah Peterson, used to say that a stench of earnestness clung to Will. Every year, after the firm’s holiday party, while his colleagues were being poured into cabs, Will boxed up the leftover food in the cargo space of his ancient Subaru and delivered it to the Jubilee Soup Kitchen downtown.
Will came hurrying down the stairs behind the hostess. Tension painted his lean face.
“Sasha, I’m so sorry to keep you waiting.”
She stood and accepted his kiss on the cheek.
“Don’t be silly, Will. I haven’t been waiting long.”
He bobbed his head fast, and sat down.
“Oh, good. How’s Leo?”
“He’s well.”
“Has he taught you to boil water yet?”
Sasha smiled at the gentle jab but didn’t bother responding. Will was making small talk but his mind was elsewhere, judging by the distracted frown he wore.
She waited until the hostess had handed him a menu and gone off to get them glasses of water.
Then she said, “You look worried, Will. Everything okay?”
Will’s eyes came up from the menu and met hers. He closed the menu and folded his hands over it.
“Not really.” He blinked and cleared his throat. “I didn’t want to just launch into this without any niceties—” he trailed off.
“But?” she prompted.
“But maybe it’s better if I just get right to it. This is weighing on me.”
His hands plucked at the menu absently.
“What is?”
“Ellen Mortenson.”
Ellen had been a partner in the trusts and estates department. She’d been at the firm for over fifteen years and was a newly-minted equity partner, having paid her dues—first as an associate and then as an income partner for several grueling years.
Over the weekend, Ellen had been killed. Her murder had been splashed all over the news. The media attention was to be expected: Ellen had been a successful lawyer at one of Pittsburgh’s largest and oldest law firms. And her death had been gruesome. As the breathless KDKA reporter had put it, Ellen’s throat had been slashed “ear to ear.”
Will swallowed and went on. “Did you hear her husband’s been charged?”
“I did.”
According to what Sasha had read in the papers and picked up through Naya’s still-active connections to the Prescott & Talbott grapevine, Greg Lang, Ellen’s husband, had found her body. At first, he hadn’t been a suspect. Then it came to light that the two were estranged. Ellen had recently filed for divorce, and rumor was that the split had been nasty. As it turned out, Greg had no alibi and Ellen’s wounds were consistent with Greg’s straight razor, which was found, smeared with Ellen’s blood, in the trash bin. It wasn’t exactly a shock when the grieving soon-to-be-ex-husband was arrested for homicide.
Will cleared his throat again. Then he said, “Well, Greg fired the attorney who represented him at his preliminary arraignment and has approached the firm to represent him.”
Sasha cocked her head and looked at him.
Will continued, “The partnership has grown very fond of Greg over the past fifteen years and considers him a friend, just as Ellen was a dear friend.” His eyes dropped to the table.
Sasha said nothing.
He fussed with the edge of the tablecloth and said, “Of course, we had to explain that our criminal practice is limited to white-collar crime.”
White-collar crime. It sounded so respectable. As if the fact that someone was wearing a suit while they looted their employees’ pensions or bribed government officials to let them bring to market some medication with dangerous, unreported side effects somehow made the resultant devastation better.
She fixed him with a look. “I imagine you also explained it would be a conflict, not to mention in incredibly poor taste, to represent the man who killed one of your partners?”
Will winced but leaned across the table and forged on. “Sasha, Greg maintains his innocence. And based on what we know of his case, we believe him. Which is why we want to help him secure excellent counsel. That’s where you come in.”
Sasha signaled for the waitress and thought about her response.
The waitress came over, all smiles. “Yes, ma’am.”
Not caring if Will judged her for it, Sasha said, “I need some wine. Just whatever merlot you have by the glass, okay?”
Not only did Will not judge Sasha for ordering a glass of wine, he one-upped her and suggested they get a bottle. Will Volmer. Drinking in the middle of the workday.
They sat in silence until the wine arrived.
Finally, after the waitress had taken their orders and retreated, Sasha said, “If the firm wants to help Greg Lang, as sick as I think that is, perhaps you should try to find him an attorney who has experience defending a homicide case—or, at a minimum, someone who’s appeared in criminal court at least once.”
Sasha’s practice focused on business litigation, but she took on matters in other areas, with two exceptions: divorces and criminal cases. She didn’t do divorces because, as far as she could tell, it was a practice area filled with nothing but misery and pain; she didn’t do criminal cases because everything she knew about criminal law she’d learned from watching Law & Order reruns.
Will sipped his wine and considered his response.
“When I was a prosecutor, my biggest concern in the courtroom wasn’t the celebrity criminal attorney defending some splashy case. It was the nervous junior associate from the big law firm who’d never set foot in court before defending some lost cause as part of his firm’s pro bono program. You know why?”
Sasha shook her head.
“Because a seasoned criminal defense attorney is a realist—no matter the facts, he’ll likely cut a deal if the client lets him. If the client insists on going to trial, he’ll give it his best shot, but both the lawyer and the client accept that the deck is stacked against them,” Will explained.
He paused and tore a chunk of bread in half. As he mopped it around the dish of olive oil, he continued, “But a big firm lawyer who hasn’t been ground down by criminal practice? He’ll charge ahead, maintaining the client’s innocence. And he won’t spend every day in court handling misdemeanors, entering pleas, or negotiating bonds in the weeks leading up to trial. He’ll have the luxury of focusing on the trial exclusively, working hundreds of hours, and come up with arguments a prosecutor would never anticipate.”
Sasha supposed that could be true. At Prescott & Talbott, the criminal pro bono program—through which lawyers provided free representation to indigent accused criminals or already-convicted criminals who wanted to appeal—was serious business. Associates who took those cases were told to treat them like bet-the-company civil litigation, and they did. As a Prescott associate, Sasha had pitched in on some appeal briefs for a death penalty case. Eventually, twenty-two years after the firm had taken the case, a team of Prescott attorneys had exonerated the defendant through DNA evidence and he’d been released from death row.
She said, “Maybe so, but I’m not a big firm associate anymore. I’m building a practice, Will. I can’t ignore my caseload to give a homicide trial the attention it would need, even if I could figure out what I was supposed to be doing. “
Will took a longer drink before answering this time.
“I’m here on behalf of the partnership asking you to take this case as a personal favor to us. We believe Greg is telling the truth—he didn’t kill Ellen. And, it’s in the firm’s interest that he be found not guilty. We’re still recovering from the scandal surrounding Noah’s death last year. Our partner was murdered by a former partner—an officer of a client, no less—to prevent the discovery of her plan to murder hundreds of innocent air travelers to make a profit. This situation with Ellen has been salt in that wound. Our clients don’t care to see their attorneys on the evening news quite so much. To the extent publicity in this case is unavoidable, Greg’s exoneration would at least bring some positive attention.”
Will finished his speech; Sasha thought she saw a shadow of self-disgust cross his face.
She arched a brow. “I still don’t get it, Will. Why me?”
Will flushed. “You, yourself, have attracted a fair amount of attention in the past year, both as a result of the Hemisphere Air fiasco and because of the murder of Judge Paulson up in Springport. You were appointed special prosecutor by the chief justice of the supreme court, Sasha. That has a certain cachet. I think the firm’s management likes the idea of a former Prescott & Talbott attorney handling this, especially one who seems to thrive in the spotlight. Speaking personally, I hope you’ll consider taking on the matter because I believe you can help Greg.”
He met her gaze, unblinking, and she felt sorry for him. Leave it to Prescott & Talbott to send Will to carry its water. She wondered if the gobs of money he earned really outweighed the psychic cost of selling his soul.
She sipped her wine.
“Oh,” Will said, like he’d forgotten a minor detail, “the partnership also voted to pay for Greg’s legal defense out of what would have been Ellen’s next guaranteed draw. We will, of course, pay your standard hourly rate, but given the costs involved in defending a homicide, we also have a retainer for you.”
He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a check. He placed it in the exact center of the table with the type facing her so she could read it easily. It was made out to The Law Offices of Sasha McCandless, P.C., in the amount of three hundred thousand dollars.
 



CHAPTER 3
Back in her office, Sasha stared down at the check, wondering what the hell she was thinking.
She had agreed to talk to Greg Lang and make her own assessment of his case. She’d told Will she’d be in touch to let him know if she was going to take Greg on as a client.
Despite what Prescott & Talbott might have thought of her ability, though, she knew she had no business even contemplating taking on a homicide case. A quick chat with Naya had only served to confirm that Sasha should stay far away from Greg Lang and his murder defense. Naya’s immediate reaction had been that no good could come of dabbling in criminal work, especially given that a Prescott partner was the victim.
Sasha shook her head and slid the check into her top desk drawer. She didn’t owe Prescott & Talbott anything. If she had wanted to be the firm’s lapdog, she would have accepted its offer of partnership a year ago. But she did owe Will.
She stood, stretched, and looked out the window. The sun was gone now; the sky was gray and cloudy, thick with the promise of rain.
Just get it over with.
She picked up Will’s heavy, linen business card and turned it over. He’d written Greg Lang’s telephone number on the back in tiny, precise script.
Not only was the firm paying Greg’s legal costs, it had also posted his $1.5 million bail. As a result, Ellen Mortenson’s accused murderer and estranged husband was awaiting trial from the comfort of their marital home.
Doesn’t matter. Just call him already.
Sasha jabbed the numbers into her telephone’s keypad and hit the speaker button. She adjusted her neck, cracking it first on one side and then the other, while the telephone rang.
Four rings. And then a recorded message—startling because it was in Ellen’s lilting voice:
You’ve reached the Mortenson and Lang residence. We’re out and about, but leave a message for Ellen or Greg, and we’ll be sure to call you back.
Sasha waited for the beep.
“This message is for Greg Lang. Mr. Lang, my name’s Sasha McCandless. I used to work with your wife at —”
She stopped when the screeching sound of someone picking up the phone filled her ear.
“Wait, hold on! Let me turn this thing off!” A man’s voice, agitated.
She cringed at the metallic shriek that followed.
Then the man said, “Hello? Ms. McCandless, are you there?”
“I am.”
“Oh, good. I have to screen all the calls. Blasted reporters.”
“I understand. This is Mr. Lang, correct?”
“Yes.” His voice took on an accusing tone. “Am I on speakerphone?”
Sasha looked down at the phone on her desk.
“You are. But I’m alone in my office. I like to have my hands free in case I need to take notes.”
“Oh. Okay, then.” He said it reluctantly, as if he’d rather stay offended.
“As I was saying, I’m a former Prescott—”
Lang cut her off. “I know who you are, you’re the tiny little girl. We’ve met at a few Prescott parties. Anyway, they told me you’d be calling.”
Sasha invested considerable energy in not thinking of herself as a tiny little girl, but she had to admit the description was accurate. At just under five feet tall and around one hundred pounds, she was rarely anything other than the smallest person in the room, unless she was babysitting her nieces and nephews. And, even then, at eight years old, Liam was gaining on her.
She viewed her diminutive size as a competitive advantage, though. People tended to underestimate her. It was as though they expected her to be weak or childlike just because she was small. Opposing attorneys sometimes failed to adequately prepare when they squared off against her for the first time. They were always prepared the second time.
“That’s me,” she said, searching her memory to try to place Lang.
She had a fuzzy recollection of Ellen’s husband as some type of scientist with no sense of humor. If she had the right guy in mind, Greg had trapped her date at one of Prescott & Talbott’s cocktail parties and talked at length to him about polymers and the dangers of BPA.
Of course, her date had been partially at fault. Ben, a chronically underemployed independent filmmaker, had thought he was being funny when he’d answered Greg’s question about what he did for a living by saying “I’m in plastics.” Greg apparently had never seen The Graduate and hadn’t gotten the joke.
“I’d like to come over and talk to you,” she said.
“Of course,” Greg said, all business now.
Sasha pulled her old Prescott & Talbott attorney directory from her top desk drawer and looked up Ellen’s home address. The telephone number matched the one Will had given her.
“Are you still on Saint James Place?” she asked.
“Uh, yes, I’m keeping the house. For now.”
“Great. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Twenty, tops.”
“You want to come here? Now? This isn’t a good time. The house is a mess, and I have some errands to run this afternoon. Why don’t I come to your office tomorrow?”
“Listen, Mr. Lang,” Sasha said, “I’m trying to determine if I’m the right person to represent you. To do that, I need to meet with you. If you aren’t interested in my services, that’s fine. If you are, I suggest you reschedule your errands.”
Although she halfway hoped he’d refuse to see her, thereby solving the problem of whether to represent him, she collected a notepad, pen, her wallet, keys, and mobile phone as she spoke and swept them into a light blue leather laptop case that matched her sweater.
Greg Lang huffed and puffed and then finally said, “Fine.”
“Great. Goodbye.”
She hung up and shut down her laptop. That went into the bag, too. Then she turned out the lights, locked the door behind her, and hurried down the stairs to the coffee shop.
The point of springing her visit on Lang was to see him on his home turf. Sasha believed she could learn a lot about a person from seeing him in his natural environment. She would have preferred to show up unannounced so that he wouldn’t have time to clean up or hide anything, but that would have been unprofessional. The best she could do now was get over to his place quickly.
Sasha made it a habit to meet people at home. She’d started the practice after she’d stopped by the home of a well-regarded economist to drop off an expert witness report for her to review. Sasha’s expert had answered the door at two o’clock on a Saturday afternoon in a bra and panties, expecting to find the male exotic dancer she’d picked up the night before, not the attorney who’d retained her to testify in a commercial dispute. Although Sasha didn’t particularly care what Professor Robbins did in her spare time, she did think some discretion was in order considering she held herself out as an economic expert to the tune of seven hundred and fifty dollars an hour. The last thing Sasha needed during trial was to have to rehabilitate the credibility of a woman who, as it turned out, claimed her patronage of male sex workers was an effort to support and legitimize an underground economy.
Despite the threat of rain, she decided to walk. Greg’s house was just about a mile away, and she could use the air. She confirmed there was a travel umbrella in the bottom of the laptop bag, then slung the bag across her chest diagonally, like a messenger bag, and headed toward Ellsworth Avenue.
She’d never been inside Ellen’s home, but she knew the street from her running route through the neighborhood. Saint James Place was a short street that ran between Fifth Avenue and Ellsworth; the homes there could fairly be called mansions. Both sides of the street were lined by hulking hundred-year-old Victorians set back behind wrought iron fences. None of the homes on Saint James looked to be smaller than six thousand square feet, and several of them were considerably larger. Ellen and Greg had no children. Sasha tried to imagine what they did with all that space.
She crossed against the light, jogging through the intersection, although no cars were in sight. As she turned onto Ellsworth, the wind picked up and she pulled her cardigan tight. She stopped in front of a massive, pre-war apartment complex to check the time. It had been six minutes since she’d left the office.
A dime-sized raindrop splashed onto her arm. Followed by another.
She was a little more than halfway there. Options were to take out the umbrella and mince her way along the wet sidewalk in heels or to take off her shoes and run for it.
She ran for it.
The rain was cold on her face, but the fat drops were still long seconds apart. She felt as though she really were dodging them. She opened her lungs and her stride and sprinted, flat out.
She stopped in front of a painted lady Victorian done up in yellow, green, and pink. An iron gate with scrollwork detail cut into the six-foot fence was unlatched and hanging ajar.
This was it.
She squeezed through the open gate and hurried up to the wide, columned porch. She took her shoes out of her bag and put them back on, then shook the water from her hair and caught her breath. Then she wiped her hands on her sweater and stepped up to the door to ring the bell.
A shadow passed behind the stained glass transom window, and the door jerked open before she could press the doorbell button.
“Don’t you have a car? Or an umbrella?” Greg Lang said.
He stood to the side and let her pass into the entryway.
He was the humorless scientist she remembered from the cocktail party. Tall and stooped, with a shock of red hair. Green eyes that might have been soft and kind at one time but were now bloodshot and dull.
Sasha ignored his questions and stuck out her hand, “It’s good to see you, Mr. Lang, although I wish it were under other circumstances.”
He shook her hand with a lazy grip, taking just her fingers in his hand.
“You might as well call me Greg. Can I call you Sasha?”
“Sure.”
He led her over to a seating arrangement in front of a fireplace surrounded by green, black, and brown mosaic tiles. The chairs faced an enormous staircase carved from dark wood with thin, intricate spindles.
“Let’s talk here in the sitting room,” he said, taking a seat in a formal wingback chair covered in a dark green and brown paisley silk.
She lowered herself into its mate. They were in what was essentially a hallway. From her seat she could see solid wood pocket doors leading to three rooms. All three were closed off.
Greg reached for a cut-glass decanter that sat on the table between the two chairs. It held an amber liquid. “May I offer you a drink? Scotch? Something else?”
“No, thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” He shrugged and tipped a generous pour into a dirty-looking tumbler.
In fact, the entire place, majestic as it was, looked a little dingy. As if it hadn’t been thoroughly cleaned in weeks. A musty funk hung in the air. It smelled like wet dog. She wondered about the condition of the rooms behind the closed doors.
“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” she said.
He stared into his glass. “I suppose I should be the one thanking you for even considering to take my case. They say you’re very good.”
“I’m an experienced litigator, Greg, but I trust Will told you I have no criminal law experience.”
“He did. I don’t care. Ellen always said you were a superstar. I need a superstar.”
His face didn’t soften at the mention of his dead wife’s name. He leaned forward and searched Sasha’s face. “Will you take my case?”
“I don’t know. Why do you need a superstar?”
He frowned. “What?”
“You’re innocent, right? Why do you need a superstar lawyer?”
Anger flashed across his face, but he controlled his voice. “Don’t be cute. I know how things look. The divorce proceedings, the razor. And ... I found her.”
He looked toward the pocket doors that closed off the room to the right of the front door, staring at the dark wood.
Sasha followed his eyes. “Is that where she was?”
He nodded. Didn’t speak. Dragged his eyes back to hers.
She stood and ignored the lump in her throat. “Walk me through it.”
He sighed but didn’t argue with her. He deposited his tumbler on the table with a heavy thud and led her over to the doors.
He slid the doors open, careful to push them into the recessed area of the wall, and stood back. From behind him, Sasha could see into the room. It was a good-sized square, with floor-to-ceiling cherry bookshelves on three walls. The outside wall housed a large window, with a built-in, cherry bench running its length beneath it.
The window looked out onto a flower garden that may have been a riot of color and beauty at one time. Now tall weeds choked the handful of late summer roses that were still in bloom, and the heather was drying from purple to brown. Rain drummed against the window.
Sasha waited for Greg to go into the room, but he stood rooted in place in the doorway. She walked around him and stood in the approximate middle of the room. She thought she smelled the metallic tang of blood, but that had to be her imagination. That smell would be long gone by now.
“Was this Ellen’s office?”
“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Mine was—is—upstairs.”
She’d assumed as much. Legal journals formed a neat stack on one corner of the desk, and law books lined at least a third of the shelves. There was one section devoted to biographies and another to literary fiction. Photographs displayed in silver frames in a mix of sizes were scattered on several shelves in a deliberately casual way, as if Ellen had had a designer’s help. Ellen and Greg smiling on a ski lift. Ellen in a cap and gown, standing between a beaming older couple. A large black-and-white candid shot of Ellen and Greg sitting under a leafy tree; she was leaning against his chest, her eyes closed and her lips parted, her face upturned to the sun, and Greg had his arms wrapped around her, looking down at her with a tender expression. Sasha felt a lump in her throat at the obvious love they’d once shared and turned her attention to the next picture. It was a photo of Ellen, beaming, along with two other women, all dressed in ball gowns, their arms linked.
Sasha narrowed her eyes and reached for the picture. As she picked it up, Greg muttered something she didn’t catch.
“Pardon?”
“I said, The Terrific Trio. That’s Ellen, Martine Landry, and Clarissa Costopolous. At their first Prescott & Talbott holiday party. We weren’t married yet.”
Sasha recognized all the names, although the grinning, youthful beauties in the picture were a far cry from the serious power hitters in sensible suits they would become.
“The Terrific Trio?”
Greg nodded. “They were all in the same summer class. Someone on the recruiting committee named them that and it stuck.”
Sasha returned the picture to its spot. A thin trail of dust curled up from the shelf.
“Clarissa is still at Prescott & Talbott. I know Martine by name, but she was gone by the time I got there.”
Greg nodded again, “Martine made partner very quickly under the old system. It took her about five years. By then, she had had her first child and was working a reduced schedule when the firm elevated her to partner. When she was pregnant with her third, she and the firm agreed to part ways. She got her buy-in money back and a decent lump sum. I think she’s teaching legal research and writing as an adjunct at Duquesne now.”
“And, Clarissa is a new equity partner.”
“Yes; after Martine left, the shine was off The Terrific Trio. Ellen and Clarissa started calling themselves The Tainted Two. It took them a long time to make partner; Ellen longer than Clarissa. And, of course, by then, there were two tiers of partner: income and equity. Ellen thought income partnership was just a way for the firm to delay making a real decision about its female lawyers until their childbearing years were over. I’m sure you know all this.”
Sasha knew that partnership decisions were made primarily by men who had stay-at-home wives to raise their kids and run their households. But she wasn’t interested in discussing gender equality and the glass ceiling with Greg.
“Sure. Okay, so, let’s talk about what happened the night Ellen died.”
Greg was still in the doorway, unwilling or unable to come into the room where his wife died.
He cleared his throat. “Uh, I came home around ten—“
Sasha looked up at him, surprised. “You were both living here? I thought Ellen had initiated divorce proceedings.”
He reddened.
“She had, but yes, we were both still in the house. I was hoping we could reconcile. And, well, to be frank, I had been let go at work. Renting an apartment seemed silly until I found a new job. This place is huge,” he said, sweeping his arms wide. “We more or less divided the house. I stayed on the third floor when she was home. But you know Ellen—she was always at work, anyway.”
Sasha nodded. Ellen had probably been at the office from eight-thirty or nine every morning until well after eight at night. They wouldn’t have had to interact much. In fact, she wondered if they’d interacted much before their marriage had hit the skids, given the realities of Ellen’s work life.
“Okay, so you came home at ten in the evening?”
“Yes.”
“From where?”
“Excuse me?”
“Where were you?”
Sasha walked over and sat on the cushioned window bench. She didn’t really want to sit behind Ellen’s desk, but she hoped moving to the far side of the room would draw Greg in from the doorway so she could see him better while he spoke.
Behind her, the rain continued to beat against the glass.
Greg came in and perched on the edge of a nubby, light green chair that had been pushed against the bookshelves at an odd angle. Probably by the police, she thought.
“I was out. Alone.”
“Where? Maybe someone saw you.”
“No one saw me. I was just out walking.”
“At ten o’clock at night?”
Greg met her eyes and held her gaze. “Yes.”
“Do you have a dog?” Maybe he was walking a dog.
“No, I was just taking a walk.”
He crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair.
His body language told her everything. He was lying. She dropped it. For now.
“What happened when you came into the house?”
“I came in the front door,” he said, pointing out into the hallway at the door. “It wasn’t locked. But I had locked it when I left.”
“When did you leave?”
“Around six. I had dinner at the Fajita Grill on Ellsworth, alone, at six-thirty. I finished up just before eight and then took a walk.”
A two-hour walk.
He looked at her, waiting. She said nothing.
He continued. “The door was unlocked, so I knew Ellen was home. The office doors were closed, but I saw the light coming out from under the doors. I knocked. I wanted to say good night. Just, you know, out of courtesy.”
Sasha wasn’t familiar with proper etiquette for estranged spouses who lived together, so she assumed that was reasonable. “Go on,” she said.
“Ellen didn’t answer, which was annoying. I thought we could at least be civil, so I pushed the door open and ...” he trailed off, staring down at the bare wood floor in the center of the room.
He closed his eyes and gave his head one quick shake, then he looked up at Sasha, but she knew he was seeing Ellen. His eyes were dull and distant.
“She was lying there, on the floor. Well, she was on the rug, but the police took it. Evidence. It was covered in blood. She was covered in blood. Her face and neck were just … red. She wasn’t moving. I stood there for a long time. I don’t know how long. Then I went to her. I felt for a pulse. She was warm; blood was still pouring out of her. It was pooling on the rug. I used the desk phone and called 911. Then I sat there, where you are. And waited.”
“Did you touch anything?”
“No, just Ellen. And the phone.”
Sasha shifted on the window bench. She wanted to leave. To get out of this room and think through Greg’s story, away from him.
He was pale and shaking.
“Okay, let’s get out of here.”
They walked out of the office. He banged the pocket doors shut.
She led him back to the pair of chairs by the fireplace. He lowered himself into a chair and reached for the decanter with still-shaking hands. She took the other seat.
“How about a cup of tea? Or some water?” Sasha said.
So far, Greg wasn’t the most likable person, and she was certain he wasn’t telling her the whole truth. But she wasn’t convinced he’d killed his wife, and there was no denying he was shaken by having to relive finding her body.
He responded with a snort and poured himself another glass of scotch.
He kept his eyes on his drink and said, “Are you going to take my case?”
She ignored the question. “Who do you think killed your wife?”
“I don’t know, a random intruder?”
“With your straight razor? Which was where—in the second floor bathroom?”
“Actually, third floor. But I don’t know that it was my straight razor. It was a straight razor.”
He narrowed his eyes and threw back his head. He drained his glass in one long gulp.
Sasha’s throat burned just from watching.
“Your razor was missing, though, when the police searched?”
“Yes.”
“So, a random intruder killed your wife with a straight razor he brought to the scene, left it in the trash, and then took yours from the third floor bathroom?”
Greg stared at her for a long moment, started to speak, and then shrugged.
“Anything else missing?”
“No.”
“Were either of you seeing anyone else?”
Sasha hadn’t heard anything about an affair, but she was a step removed from the gossip. Maybe Ellen had had a boyfriend who wasn’t wild about the fact that Greg was still living in the house.
“No.”
“Are you sure she wasn’t?”
He moved forward and put his thin face up to hers. “I’m sure.”
She leaned back. “Why did Ellen want a divorce?”
He answered her with a question. “Why is that relevant?”
“It’s relevant because the prosecution will paint you as enraged because your wife wanted to end your marriage. I’d like to know why it was ending.”
He pursed his lips but said nothing.
Sasha stood. She didn’t intend to play this game; if Greg wouldn’t talk to her, he could find a different attorney. She dug around in her bag until she found her small, black umbrella. Then she slung the bag across her chest and turned to Greg, who remained in the chair.
“Thank you for meeting with me. I know it wasn’t easy talking about what happened to Ellen,” she said.
He looked up at her, no emotion on his face. “Will you talk to my divorce attorney if I ask her to call you?”
“What can she add?”
“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But I think she believes me.”
“Will you authorize her to talk to me about the divorce?”
He narrowed his eyes but nodded yes.
“Okay, then have her call my cell phone. The number’s on my card.” She plucked a business card from her bag and placed it on the table beside his booze.
He nodded, glanced at the card, and then eyed the scotch again.
She let herself out.
 



CHAPTER 4
Cinco stared out the window. The rain had stopped, and he could see clear to the top of Mount Washington, where a vibrant red and orange home had been built into the side of the hill. He didn’t know who had built the post-modern house or who lived in it, but he loved it. He loved it because it so clearly didn’t fit in with the surrounding homes. They were all dignified, well-built family homes that signaled stability, a degree of prosperity, and good roots. Not the red and orange house. It screamed of whimsy and individualism. Cinco often thought he was that house.
He sighed and looked around the table at the three staid and serious Victorians looking back at him, unblinking, waiting to follow his lead.
“Who are we waiting for?” he asked.
“John Porter. He’s debriefing Volmer. He’ll be right up.”
Cinco frowned, the smallest downturn of his mouth, to make sure the assembled men knew he was not happy about having to wait. The truth was Cinco didn’t care how long they waited. He spent his days—every day—going to meetings at the law firm his great-great-grandfather had built. They just blended, one into the next, into one interminable meeting.
He wished his father, or at least his grandfather, had been as smart as the Talbott heirs, who had not followed their patriarch into the family business. Instead, they had used his money to fund ventures ranging from a decent Mediterranean restaurant to a Jeep dealership to a discreet, high-quality escort service. Instead, here he was, a lawyer, surrounded by a bunch of lawyers and all their endless “on the one hand, on the other hand” discussions.
The door opened, and John Porter hurried in, his open suit jacket flapping behind him like a tail.
“Sorry, gentleman,” he said as he pulled out the last available chair.
Cinco’s personal secretary uncapped her pen, ready to begin her note-taking duties, but Porter shook his head at her.
“Cinco, I don’t think we need Caroline for this, do we?”
Cinco scowled. It wasn’t Porter’s place to dismiss his assistant.
He turned to her. “Mrs. Masters, there’s no need to transcribe our first order of business, but you should stay, as I am sure other business will arise, and we will want a record of our discussion.”
He turned back to Porter and eyeballed him hard, daring him to object. Porter said nothing.
Marco DeAngeles broke the tension. “So, tell us, John. What did Volmer say?”
The five men assembled in the room were the firm’s power hitters. They pulled down seven figures a year, regardless of how their own client billables shook out. As the top of the pyramid, they reaped the rewards and dealt with the headaches. And this business with Ellen Mortenson’s husband was a headache they did not need. Not after the mess with Hemisphere Air.
Porter glanced at Caroline before he spoke, then he said, “Volmer gave her the check, but she hasn’t agreed to do it. She wants to talk to Greg herself, then she’ll let Volmer know.”
DeAngeles slapped his hand down on the table, “I told you we should have sent someone other than Volmer! He’s too wishy-washy. We should have sent someone convincing.”
Cinco held up a hand. “Volmer was the right choice. We need a soft sell with Sasha. For crissakes, Marco, she turned down partnership.”
That one still stung. It just didn’t happen. Some lawyer wastes her twenties working twenty-five hundred hours a year, nights, weekends, holidays. No husband, no kids, no meaningful vacations. And then she says “no thanks” when they try to hand her the prize?
Sasha McCandless had not had a rational reaction. And Cinco was worried that they were pinning all their hopes on her. What if she said she wouldn’t do it?
Kevin Marcus must have read his mind. “Gentlemen, do we have a plan B?”
He was answered by silence.
“Clearly not,” Fred Jennings laughed.
The rest of them turned to him. At sixty-four, Fred was knocking on the door of the firm’s mandatory retirement age. He was winding down his practice, offloading his clients onto junior partners, and, although he still showed up to every Management Committee meeting, he rarely spoke. Cinco had taken to calling him Justice Thomas in private.
Fred went on. “We best come up with one, fellas.” Then he folded his hands over his belly and leaned back.
“Thanks for contributing to the discussion, Fred.” Cinco worked to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.
“What about Clarissa?” Porter said.
“What about her?” Cinco answered.
It was Porter’s turn to frown. Clarissa Costopolous was a partner in the antitrust department—Porter’s fiefdom—and he felt some responsibility toward her.
“Do we tell her?” Porter said.
“Tell her what? There’s nothing to tell her!” Across the table, Marco grew agitated again.
Cinco held up a hand. Sometimes he felt like a crossing guard. He said, “He’s right, John. It’d be premature. Let’s just wait and see what Sasha says.”
Fred chuckled, “You guys sure seem certain you can control that girl. Not sure why.”
Cinco decided he preferred it when Fred played the role of the silent justice.
Marco spoke up. “Maybe we can’t control her, but we can control what information she has access to. We need someone resourceful enough to get Lang off without sniffing around the firm’s private business. Our job will be to protect the firm’s reputation; hers will be to defend her client.”
Marco shrugged when he finished, as if the success of this harebrained scheme were a foregone conclusion.
Cinco scanned the others’ faces; his gaze landed back on Kevin.
“She was in your group, Kevin. Will she do it?”
Kevin considered the question. “It’s hard to say. If she believes he didn’t kill Ellen, I think she will. If she’s not convinced ... I don’t know. Frankly, I’m doubtful she’s the right choice.”
Cinco didn’t like that answer. But then, he didn’t like any of this.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Three floors below, Clarissa Costopolous sat behind her desk, a tower of paper threatening to shift and bury her, and hissed into the phone at her divorce attorney.
“Yes, I’m sure! Andy, we’ve been over this. I want to put it in the damn papers.”
Andy Pulaski took his time answering.
Finally, he said in a gentle voice, “Clarissa, I know you’re upset, okay? I get it. And trust me, your scumbag husband will get it, too. I just don’t see the need to make such an inflammatory allegation in a court document. Do you understand?”
“No, Andy, I don’t understand!” Clarissa tried to keep her voice down. “It’s not an allegation, I saw the pictures. That girl cannot be eighteen! He’s screwing a high school student!”
“Clarissa, we don’t know how old she is. She could be in college. And the picture just shows them kissing.”
“That doesn’t make it better!” Clarissa screamed, her grip on the phone so tight that her knuckles turned white.
She drew in her breath. When she spoke again, her voice was strained but calm. “I have a client meeting to prepare for. Can we talk about this later?”
Her attorney spoke soothingly. “Of course. Whenever’s good for you, Clarissa. Trust me, once you officially file, you’ll feel like a weight has been lifted from your shoulders. Don’t worry, I’m going to nail the bastard to the wall.”
“You’d better, Andy.”
Clarissa carefully returned the handset to its cradle, moved aside an article she’d been reading about the Lanham Act, then put her head down on her desk, and sobbed. Her best friend was dead, her marriage was over, she felt like crap, and Porter was hovering around her office nonstop, like he was going to fire her or something. What more could possibly go wrong?
 



CHAPTER 5
Rich stared at the picture of Clarissa’s beaming face. She looked so young and vibrant. Out of the three whores, she came across as the warmest. Nice, even. Not at all like someone who would ruin his life like it was some kind of game.
But she had; there was no denying it. He could never get back all those lost years. And she had to pay for the damage she’d caused. Justice required it.
The photograph shook in his hands.
Cool it, he told himself. Stick with the plan.
The plan would work. He’d spent the better part of a year developing it, perfecting it, tweaking it. He’d been so patient for so long. Plotting. Watching. Waiting. He had put all his trust in his plan.
The plan had worked with Ellen. It would work with Clarissa. And, after that, Martine.
He just had to stay the course he’d set.
He took one last look at the picture, drinking in the joy and confidence that shone in Clarissa’s eyes. Soon enough, he’d replace that joy: first, with despair and terror; then, with the blank-eyed stare of death. Soon enough.
Not that he relished the killing, because he didn’t. But the only way to make them pay for what they had done was to ruin their marriages and then take their lives. He wasn’t some kind of freak who got off on that sort of thing. He’d considered other ways to punish them for what they’d done, but nothing else seemed fitting. This plan was elegant.
In fact, the only small drawback of his plan was the fact that it set up their husbands to take the fall for their wives’ deaths. That was an unanticipated, but understandable, result of destroying their marriages. After all, Rich had watched enough cop shows to know that it was always the husband. The estranged husband? Even better.
A twinge of guilt smacked him in the gut. His dad wouldn’t like that part, and Rich was doing all this as much to honor his dad’s memory as he was for his own satisfaction. But it was unavoidable. The husbands would have to take the blame. He told himself they were better off—even if they went to prison, at least they’d be rid of the heartless shrews they’d married.
He slid the photograph back into the envelope and fastened the clasp. Then he placed the envelope in its gallon-sized Ziploc bag, pressed down to force the air out of the bag, and zipped it closed. He returned it to its spot in the freezer, right under the bag of frozen peas. Everything in its proper place.
He checked the clock on the stove. Time to get back to work. His job was a critical component of the plan. He couldn’t risk arousing any suspicion at the office. That could ruin everything.
 



CHAPTER 6
The phone rang while Sasha was changing into her running clothes. She’d decided not to go back to the office after she’d left Greg’s house but to go for a run instead. She hoped a long, hard run would bring her clarity. She didn’t recognize the number that flashed across the display, but she picked up the call and squeezed the Blackberry between her neck and shoulder.
“Sasha McCandless,” she said as she tied her shoes.
“Hi, Sasha. My name’s Erika Morrison. I’m at Feldman, Morrison & Berger. I represent Greg Lang in his divorce.”
The woman on the other end had a soft, cheerful voice.
Sasha checked that her double knots were tight and stood up.
“Hi, Erika.”
“Is this a good time to talk? I should tell you, I only have about twenty minutes. My kid’s in the elementary school play tonight, and I have to get out of here and get dinner on the table before we go.”
“That sounds like fun. What’s the play?” Sasha asked.
“Some propaganda piece about eating a healthful diet. Kieran is a stalk of broccoli.” Erika gave a gentle laugh.
“I guess dinner needs to be in keeping with the theme.”
They both laughed this time. Avoiding the topic at hand.
Sasha glanced at the time display on her microwave. It was almost four. She could hear what Erika had to say and still have plenty of time for a run and a shower before Connelly showed up.
Erika said, “Let me start by saying I don’t believe Greg killed his wife. I don’t know for sure that he didn’t, but I just can’t see it.”
Sasha took out a notepad and pen from her bag and sat at the kitchen island.
“Do you mind if I put you on speaker?”
“No, of course not, but I do have to ask you not to take any notes.”
Sasha looked at the pen in her hand. “Really?”
Lawyers take notes. That’s what they do.
“Sorry. Ellen’s divorce attorney is a real piece of work. If you end up not representing Greg, I don’t want that jerk making a play for your notes, and, trust me, he will.” Erika’s tone was apologetic but made it clear the issue wasn’t open to negotiation.
Sasha capped her pen and tossed it and the pad onto the kitchen island.
“Okay. Well, I don’t practice family law, so here’s a stupid question: isn’t the divorce moot? Ellen’s dead.”
Erika sighed. “It should be. But yesterday, Ellen’s attorney filed a motion to finalize the terms of the divorce, saying he represents the estate. Greg, of course, is the executor, because Ellen never revised her will. So, we’re opposing that, but, long story short, it’s just a mess.”
It sounded ugly. And confirmed Sasha’s belief that divorce law was a practice area to be avoided.
Erika’s next statement made Sasha wonder if she was a mind reader.
“Let me step back, since you don’t do family law. Divorce isn’t usually like this. Not anymore. There’s a serious movement toward collaborative divorce. Ever heard of it?”
“No.”
“Okay. It’s about twenty years old now. Collaborative divorce is an alternative to litigation. The parties and their attorneys work together to create a peaceful resolution to the marriage. Sometimes, especially if there are children, counselors or other professionals are on the team. It’s intended to take away the nasty, vengeful piece of the experience.”
“Does it work?”
“When the parties both want it. And when they both retain lawyers who are trained collaborative divorce facilitators, yes, it does.”
“But not with Ellen and Greg?”
Erika barked out a short, bitter chuckle. “Oh, hell, no. I mean, Greg wanted to go the collaborative route. That’s why he hired me. It’s the bulk of my practice these days. So much more dignified for everyone involved than getting into a red-faced screaming match over who gets to keep the hutch, you know? As soon as I heard who was representing Ellen, I knew we were in for a fight.”
“Why?”
“Ellen retained Andy Pulaski.”
“Never heard of him,” Sasha said.
“No reason why you would have, unless you practice family law or know someone who went through a bitter, messy divorce. Andy specializes in war. He actually advertises that way. Calls himself ‘Big Gun,’ and says something like, if you’re going to go to war, make sure you have the Big Gun.”
“Sounds delightful.”
“He’s something, all right. But it was strange, his taking Ellen’s case. I’ve only known him to represent men. Usually, some rich guy who wants to trade in the old wife for a new model. That kind of guy would retain Andy to help him avoid having to pay alimony to the woman who helped him build his business from the ground up for forty years. That’s the sort of thing Andy does.”
“Why do you think he took Ellen on as a client?” Sasha asked.
“No idea. I mean, old Big Gun has rent and salaries to pay just like everybody else. Maybe Ellen came around when funds were running a little bit light. It surprised me. I had him pegged as a woman-hater.”
Sasha considered what she knew about Ellen. A scorched earth divorce didn’t seem like her style.
“Why would Ellen hire him? I didn’t know her that well, but I knew her. She didn’t strike me as a vindictive person.”
“I can’t answer that of, course,” Erika said. “But Greg felt the same way. Even when it became clear this wasn’t going to be a collaborative process, he kept saying she’d be fair to him. And, he was open about his desire to reconcile with her. He couldn’t see how hopeless that dream was. I mean, Pulaski filed a fault divorce, for chrissakes.”
Sasha summoned up from the recesses of her brain the little she knew about Pennsylvania’s divorce laws. A couple could get a no-fault divorce by consent in as little as three months if both parties agreed that the marriage was irretrievably broken. Even without one party’s consent, a court could find the marriage to be irretrievably broken after the couple had lived separately for at least two years. Fault divorce required proof of some horrible behavior on one spouse’s part: adultery; extreme cruelty; abandonment—that sort of thing. It was harder to establish, messier, and more expensive.
Maybe Greg had refused to sign the affidavit for a divorce on mutual consent and Ellen hadn’t wanted to wait two years. Under that scenario, Pulaski might have filed the fault complaint to force Greg’s hand. It wasn’t completely irrational.
“Was Greg not willing to consent to a quick no-fault?”
Erika sighed and answered carefully. “He was willing to. He didn’t want to, of course, but after he lost his job, he decided a fresh start might be in order. Ellen did let him stay in the house—although they lived separate lives—and he was grateful for that. If she had come around on the no-fault issue, Greg would have signed the affidavit. But she, or at least Pulaski, wouldn’t budge.”
“What were the alleged grounds?”
If Ellen had alleged that Greg had abused her, he might as well plead guilty to murder charges now.
Erika rattled off the boilerplate language. “She alleged he imposed such indignities on her as to render her condition intolerable and life burdensome.”
“Did she specify what these alleged ‘indignities’ were?”
“Not in the complaint, but Greg knew, of course. She was talking about the pictures.”
“What pictures?”
 



CHAPTER 7
The pictures, Erika had explained, before hurrying off the call to get home to her little broccoli stalk, had arrived in Ellen’s office mail the Friday before Labor Day weekend.
Greg told Erika that Ellen had been waiting for him when he got home from work. It was so unusual for her to be home first that he knew something was wrong as soon as he saw her car in the driveway.
Ellen had been sitting at the dining room table. Six eight-by-ten glossies were fanned out in a half circle. Six photographs of Greg at The Rivers Casino. All time- and date-stamped. Six different weekday mornings when he should have been at work, but there he was, sitting at a poker table with a stack of chips in front of him.
According to Erika, Ellen had gone online and combed through their bank records while she’d been waiting for Greg to come home. So, in addition to the photos, she greeted him with bank statements detailing the tens of thousands of dollars he’d been slowly siphoning out of one of their savings accounts.
Sasha considered this information as she ran. The rain had stopped, and she headed up Fifth Avenue to Shady Avenue and its long hill. She pounded upward and thought about Greg Lang.
The fact that he hadn’t told her about the pictures irritated her. It didn’t surprise her, though. In Sasha’s experience, clients never told their lawyers everything right out of the gate. It didn’t matter how many times an attorney explained how important it was to know all the facts—good and bad—in order to provide the best advice, clients would withhold the embarrassing stuff in the misguided belief that it would never come out.
It always came out. And, most of the time, the effect was much worse than if they had just been upfront about it. But her clients were civil litigants. A criminal defendant who held out on his attorney was a different animal entirely.
She powered up the steep incline, looking forward to the plateau and the gentle decline as she looped around to Forbes Avenue. She wondered what else Greg had neglected to tell her.
She’d probed the divorce attorney about Greg’s whereabouts the night of his wife’s murder, but he’d told Erika the same story that he’d tried to feed Sasha—that he’d been walking around alone for hours.
She puffed out a breath in frustration that a man accused of murder would play the games Greg Lang seemed to be playing.
Her left elbow suddenly was jerked hard to the side, and she stumbled. She flew sideways, into the hedges that fronted a well-maintained, red brick house. Two arms encircled her waist from behind and tugged her backward into the bushes.
Her stomach lurched.
Stay on your feet, she told herself. The worst position for a street fight was on the ground. A street fight wasn’t choreographed like a wrestling match. Grappling from a prone position was an excellent way to get killed.
Base out. She bent her knees and planted her feet wide.
Being attacked from behind meant she didn’t know what, if any, weapons her assailant had. She went deeper into her crouch. Behind her, her unseen opponent tightened his grip around her middle with one hand and wrapped his other hand around her neck, squeezing.
She struggled to breathe.
Connect. She lifted her left elbow over her head and swung it behind her, smashing it into the side of his neck under his jaw. Twisted and swung her right elbow into the other side of the attacker’s neck. Left elbow. Right elbow. Again.
His grip loosened just enough for her to maneuver, and she turned to face him, panting, fingers ready to jab him in the eyes.
“Not bad,” Daniel said, dropping his hands from her waist and rubbing his neck.
She leaned against the elm tree in his parents’ front yard to catch her breath.
“You went a little easy on me, don’t you think?”
Her Krav Maga instructor smiled. “A little. Didn’t want a repeat of last time.”
The last time Sasha had been the subject of a surprise takedown, she had ended up with a cluster of large, dark bruises on her forearms that made her skin look like rotting fruit and had prompted her primary care doctor to ask a series of embarrassing questions about her fledgling relationship with Connelly.
Sasha should have realized that running past Daniel’s parents’ home was an invitation for him to ambush her. Ambush wasn’t quite the right word, considering she had paid a nice sum for the out-of-class simulated attacks. She’d been taking Krav Maga classes for years and was proficient at the self-defense system. Her training had saved her life during the Hemisphere Air fiasco and had earned an oversized goon a trip to the hospital for reconstructive surgery. She had also fended off an attacker in Clear Brook County back in the spring. More typically, though, she used her skills to put a stop to her brothers’ favorite pastime of picking her up and putting her on top of their parents’ refrigerator. After the year she’d had, she figured keeping her hand-to-hand combat skills was at least as important as fulfilling her continuing legal education requirement.
Daniel’s father stepped out onto his porch and yelled down to her, “Did you kick his behind, girlie?”
Sasha smiled and gave him a thumbs up sign.
He waved and made his way over to the glider on his porch, leaning heavily on his cane.
Sasha turned back to Daniel. “What’s your dad up to these days?”
Daniel shrugged. “Driving my mother crazy, I guess.”
Larry Steinfeld, now in his early seventies, had finally retired from the practice of the law. He’d worked for years in the Federal Public Defender’s Office, before moving over to the ACLU. Sasha had heard him speak at several conferences before realizing he was Daniel’s father.
Sasha checked her watch. “I gotta go.”
“See you in class tomorrow?”
“Yep.”
She gave Mr. Steinfeld a wave and jogged away to tackle the rest of the hill.
 



CHAPTER 8
Sasha stepped out of her steamy shower, wrapped herself in a thick, oversized towel, and reflexively checked her Blackberry, while she was still dripping wet.
Prescott & Talbott required its attorneys to respond to e-mails and voicemails within sixty minutes of receipt. The policy held true in the middle of the night, on holidays, and during natural disasters and championship sporting events. Exceptions were made only for travel to remote areas.
It was no coincidence that the firm’s attorneys had begun to opt for rugged, off-the-beaten track vacations in unheard-of locales. Their out of office memos began with sentences like, “At the Buddhist monastery where I will be on retreat, I can be reached via air mail, which is delivered once per week to the village at the base of the mountain and held for the monks until they visit the village to barter goods.”
Although Sasha had removed her electronic leash nearly a year earlier, she had not yet broken the habit of checking her Blackberry. She was like one of those dogs that wouldn’t cross the bounds of an invisible fence even when the power was out.
She looked down at the display: no e-mails; no voicemails; one missed call from the Prescott & Talbott main switchboard; and a text from Connelly: Running late. Meet you @ Girasole.
As she toweled off, Sasha wondered if Connelly had stopped by his apartment. Although he’d been working out of the Pittsburgh Field Office for about a year, as far as the Federal Air Marshal Service was concerned, it remained a temporary placement. So, in its customary fashion, the federal government was still paying for corporate housing in a complex out by the airport, even though Connelly was more or less living with her. She shook her head at herself in the mirror. A live-in boyfriend, practically, whom she’d been dating for eleven months.
Before Connelly, her longest relationship had expired in less time than a half-gallon of milk. She knew this for a fact, because on the way home from her first date with that guy—Vann, a surprisingly funny butcher who worked at Whole Foods—they’d stopped by his workplace so she could pick up some milk. And, for almost a week after they’d called it quits, she’d continued to drink that milk with no need to even sniff the carton first.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Connelly was waiting when she walked into the restaurant. He leaned across the cramped space in front of the hostess station and kissed the side of her head by her ear.
“Our table’s ready,” he said.
The friendly redhead who served as the hostess and fill-in bartender gave a nod from the center of the restaurant. One of the benefits of being regulars was that Paula always seemed to be able to find them a table in the tiny dining room.
Sasha turned back to Connelly. The tight expression stretching across his face reminded her of Will.
“Everything okay? You look a little tense.”
“It’s just ... work. We can talk over dinner.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.
Paula squeezed past a couple walking arm-in-arm toward the door and plucked a pair of menus off her station.
“Sorry, guys. Busy night,” she breathed over her shoulder.
They followed her to a two-top squeezed into a dark corner. They hadn’t yet spread their napkins on their laps when a waiter appeared to take their drink order.
Connelly, who usually limited his drinking to a glass of wine or two with his meal or a beer while he watched SportsCenter, ordered a vodka tonic.
“What’s the occasion?”
Connelly didn’t answer. Instead, he told the waiter, “She’ll have the same.”
Hungry after her run, Sasha turned her attention away from Connelly’s odd behavior and to the menu. She debated between the squid ink linguine and the fish of the day.
She looked up to ask Connelly what he was having and found him staring at her.
“What?”
“Nothing. Sorry.” He dropped his eyes to his menu.
She opened her mouth to tell him about Greg Lang, but he spoke first.
“No, that’s not true. I’ve been offered a job in D.C.,” he said, lifting his eyes and searching her face for a reaction.
Sasha tried to make sense of the words.
When she didn’t say anything, he continued, “It’s a pretty good offer. I’d be the chief security officer for a pharmaceutical company.”
Sasha’s heart hammered in her chest.
“D.C.?” she managed.
“Just outside, actually. In Silver Spring.”
“You’d leave the government?” she asked, confused.
That didn’t sound like Connelly at all. He was always going on about law and order, duty, and, well, other stuff that she generally tuned out. But still.
“At this point, the private sector has more to offer me, I think.”
He was hunched forward over the table, waiting for her to respond.
“Oh. I’m just ... surprised,” she said.
I didn’t begin to cover it. She felt nauseated. Stunned. Dizzy. But he seemed to be waiting for her to say something more, so she added, “It sounds like a great opportunity.”
Her words rang hollow in her ears, but they must have sounded convincing to Connelly. He reached across the table and took her hand in his.
“I think so, too,” he said.
“When do you need to make a decision?” She tried to sound casual. She wasn’t sure she succeeded.
“Very soon. By the end of the week.”
“Wow. That’s fast,” she said, just to have something to say.
She wondered how long this change had been in the works and why she was only now hearing about it.
“It’s only D.C. We can see each other on weekends, right?” he said.
“Sure.” She forced a smile.
He sounded to her like a man who had already made his decision.
 



CHAPTER 9
“I can’t believe she’s dead,” Martine said on the other end of the phone. Her voice was scratchy, like she had a cold.
Clarissa could hear Martine’s kids squealing in the background, but it was faint. She couldn’t tell if they were playing or fighting. Either way, she figured Martine had about ten minutes tops before she had to go break up a squabble, kiss a skinned knee, or help someone get a snack. That’s the way it always was at Martine’s house.
“Cee Cee, are you there?” Martine asked.
“Yeah, sorry. Me, either.” Clarissa sighed, and then she asked, “Do you think Greg killed her? Really?”
“I don’t know. Greg never struck me as the violent type, but things were pretty ugly. I mean, they were getting a divorce. Ellen was admitting failure. It had to have been bad.”
It had been bad. Ellen had told Clarissa that Greg was gambling again, but had asked her not to tell Martine. Clarissa chewed on the ragged skin near the fingernail on her left ring finger and let her eyes drop to her wedding band. There was a time when the three of them hadn’t kept any secrets from one another, but after Martine had left the firm and all its pressures behind, she sometimes seemed to forget what it was like to work there, how it frayed the edges of a person’s relationships, driving a spouse into a casino or, worse, the arms of some slutty teenager.
Clarissa willed herself to put the picture of Nick and that girl out of her mind.
“It was pretty bad,” she said. Then, feeling guilty that Martine didn’t know, she blurted, “Ellen found out Greg was gambling.”
Martine let out a long, low whistle. “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
Clarissa instantly felt better. She was still keeping her own secrets from Martine, but what was the harm in sharing Ellen’s now?
“Was he in deep? Like last time?”
“I think it was more money, but, you know, they could afford it. I guess he was just taking the money out of their accounts, trying to take care of it behind her back.”
The last time had been when the three of them were still junior associates. 1998. Ellen and Greg were engaged, and the wedding had been just four months away, when she’d broken down crying at a happy hour. Greg had been betting on football and owed his bookie thirty thousand dollars. To them, back then, that was a lot of money. Today, any one of them would have written a check for that amount without bothering to confirm the balance in the account, but they didn’t have that kind of money in 1998.
Ellen had sold her engagement ring and emptied out the fund she’d set aside for the wedding and honeymoon; perhaps presciently, her parents hadn’t been wild about Greg and had no intention of footing the bill for the reception. So, she’d been saving a chunk of her salary every month. But they came up eight thousand dollars short on the gambling debt.
Greg’s attempt to negotiate the debt had earned him two cracked ribs and a busted nose, and Ellen was terrified he was going to be killed. Clarissa and Martine had each lent Clarissa four grand. They told themselves they would have spent that much on shower and wedding gifts, bridesmaid dresses, and other wedding-related hoopla if Ellen and Greg hadn’t canceled the wedding in favor of a quiet civil ceremony at the courthouse.
As a condition of going through with the wedding, Ellen had made Greg join Gamblers Anonymous. Grateful to her for saving his hide and afraid of losing her, he had thrown himself into the program. As he’d worked through his steps to recovery, he’d eventually made amends to both Clarissa and Martine and had repaid them the money they’d given Ellen.
And, as far as Clarissa knew, in the fourteen years that followed, Greg had never once broken his promise to Ellen that he wouldn’t gamble. Until those pictures showed up.
Funny how she and Ellen had both gotten their pictures on the same day.
Unlike Ellen, though, she hadn’t flown into a rage and confronted her husband with them immediately. Instead, Clarissa had deliberated, planned. She’d taken patient steps, beginning with retaining Andy Pulaski to ruin Nick’s life.
Martine broke into her thoughts again. “I thought they were really a solid couple. You know? Like you and Nick or Tanner and me.”
Clarissa swallowed her laugh, or maybe it was a sob. She couldn’t tell anymore. Martine still believed she and Nick were solid. If she only knew. Clarissa had a sudden urge to confide in her, now that Ellen was gone.
“Can you get away for a drink tomorrow night? In honor of Ellen?” she asked.
Clarissa could almost hear her ticking through a mental schedule of carpools, soccer practice, dinner, homework, and baths.
Finally, Martine said, “Sure. Let’s do it late. Maybe nine-thirty? If I don’t help the kids with their homework and get lunches packed before I leave, I’ll have to do it when I get back. Tanner just gets so overwhelmed.”
“Sure, nine-thirty’s great. The bar at the William Penn?” It had been their hangout, way back when they were three single girls with a lifetime of glamour and excitement ahead of them.
“Where else?”
 



CHAPTER 10
WEDNESDAY
Sasha woke with a headache, a furry mouth, and an empty bed.
From behind her closed bathroom door, she heard the shower running. She sat up and the room started to spin. She laid her head back down on the pillow as if her skull were made of blown glass and replayed the previous evening.
After Connelly’s bombshell, they’d shared a joyless meal and then had decided to go for a nightcap. They’d started at a hip martini bar, stopped in a neighborhood saloon, worked their way down the food chain to a dive bar frequented by hard-core drunks and twenty-somethings looking to stretch their drinking dollars, and had ended the night at the Mardi Gras, a refuge for drinkers who’d been banned from other establishments and underage kids trying to pass off bad fake IDs. Its signature drink was a hellish version of a screwdriver, wherein the bartender squeezed the juice of half an orange into a glass of vodka.
The Mardi Gras. No wonder her head pounded.
She took three slow breaths and forced herself out of bed. She made her way to the kitchen, taking the stairs from the loft slowly, and steadied herself against the wall when she reached the bottom.
She poured herself a cup of strong coffee, thankful she’d apparently remembered to set up the coffeepot and turn on the timer the night before, and considered her options.
It was almost six o’clock. She looked out the window. The sun had not yet risen, but early light, gray and soft, streamed in. No rain. She could follow her routine: put on her running shoes and jog to Krav Maga class, then try to ward off punishing blows while her hangover attacked her from within. It didn’t sound appealing. Or she could sip some more coffee, nibble a piece of dry toast, and try to get her legs back underneath her.
The shower turned off. She pictured Connelly wrapping a towel around his waist and combing through his black hair with his fingers. Next, he’d run the hot water in the sink and start his daily shaving ritual. A ritual that would be moving to D.C.
She put down the coffee mug and found her running shoes.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
She returned from her class feeling almost human and found Connelly’s used coffee mug holding down a note on her recycled glass kitchen island.
Hope you’re feeling better than I am. I was thinking I’d make pho tonight? Love you, LC
Despite their respective Irish surnames, Sasha was half Russian and Connelly was half Vietnamese. Although she hadn’t been able to sell him on borscht, he had gotten her hooked on the Vietnamese beef noodle soup.
Having spent eight years eating at her desk at the office, Sasha was not in the habit of buying groceries or preparing meals. Connelly had tackled that role with enthusiasm. Now he was leaving. Maybe she’d finally have to learn how to cook.
She poured a glass of ice water and drank it greedily. She knew rehydrating would help clear the remnants of her headache. But she wasn’t sure what to do about the lump that rose in her throat every time she thought about Connelly leaving.
Her cell phone vibrated on the countertop. She checked the display, curious about who would call so early. Volmer.
“Hi, Will,” she said, putting her glass in the dishwasher.
“Sasha, I’m sorry to bother you so early.” Will’s voice was grave.
“It’s no problem, but I’m afraid I haven’t come to a decision about taking on Greg’s case yet.”
She’d planned to bounce the idea off Connelly over dinner the night before, but, in light of his news, she hadn’t gotten around to it. Although he wasn’t an attorney, he was one of the most deliberate, analytical people she knew, and she valued his opinion.
Will cleared his throat. “I really hate to pressure you, Sasha—”
“Then don’t.”
He hesitated but picked up where he’d left off, “I must. Mr. Lang’s constitutional rights are at issue here. The longer he goes without counsel, the less time he will have to prepare a robust defense.”
“It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours,” she said. She felt irritation clawing at her.
“I know. I’m sorry, Sasha. I’ve been instructed to get an answer now.”
Will sounded genuinely apologetic. She was sure someone higher up in the Prescott food chain was making him press her for an answer, but it didn’t matter. She bristled.
She opened her mouth, intending to tell Will that Prescott & Talbott could find someone else to do its biding.
Instead, she heard herself say, “If I am going to represent Mr. Lang, we need to get straight what role the firm will have in that defense. Here’s a hint: it’ll be limited to writing the checks.”
“Of course, of course.” Will’s answer was quick and soothing.
“No offense, Will, but I’d like to hear it from someone with the authority to say it,” Sasha said.
Will sighed then said, “If I get you a meeting with the Management Committee, can you come in today?”
Sasha mentally scrolled through her calendar. “I’m free until lunchtime. The rest of the afternoon is blocked off.”
Blocked off so that she could spend some time processing the fact that Connelly was probably leaving.
“I’ll make it happen,” he promised.
 



CHAPTER 11
Will stood in the middle of Cinco’s office, trying not to look at the painting of a nude woman’s buttocks that hung over the white leather couch where Cinco sat. The painting, like the rest of Cinco’s office decor, raised eyebrows. It also inspired a long-running rumor among the senior partners that Cinco’s secretary had been the model.
Will doubted there was any truth to it; it was just the sort of salacious gossip that lawyers seized on to relieve the tedium of their workdays. He did have to admit, though, he had never looked at Caroline quite the same after he’d heard the rumor.
He cleared his throat and his mind and waited for Cinco to speak. He assumed Cinco hadn’t offered him a seat as a way to drive home his displeasure. He toed the interlocking square pattern beneath his feet.
Cinco finally spoke. “I’m disappointed, Will. I thought John impressed upon you how important it was for Sasha to take on Greg Lang’s defense.”
“He did, indeed.”
Porter had made it abundantly clear to Will that he had to get Sasha to agree. Will didn’t see how he could be charged with such a task in the first place, given the existence of free will. And, to be honest, as talented as Sasha McCandless was and as much as he personally liked her, she had no criminal defense experience. Without taxing his memory, he could name at least a half-dozen young lawyers, formerly employed by Prescott & Talbott, who would be better suited to handling a homicide trial.
He said none of this to Cinco. Instead, he emphasized the positives.
“She hasn’t said no. She just wants to meet with the Committee and get some assurances that we aren’t going to micromanage her case.”
Cinco rubbed his forehead. “I heard you the first time. But she hasn’t said yes, has she? We don’t have time for this, Will.”
Will couldn’t quite understand the urgency. When Marco had barreled into his office earlier and told him to lean on Sasha, Will had tried to explain why an ultimatum was the wrong tack to take. But Marco had insisted.
Now, Will said, “I understand that. I think she’s reacting mainly to the pressure I applied this morning. I told Marco we shouldn’t have tried to force her hand—”
Cinco cut him off. “Don’t fix the blame. Fix the problem.”
Just in time, Will stopped himself from rolling his eyes. The partners often joked that Cinco used a Successories catalogue of motivational posters as his management manual.
“How do you mean?”
“How do I mean? I mean, get the meeting scheduled and get her in here. Now go.”
Cinco dismissed him with a wave of his hand, then he added, “Tell Caroline to come in on your way out.”
Will started to speak and thought the better of it. He snapped his mouth shut and left.
As he sent Caroline in to see her boss, he couldn’t resist a quick peek at her shapely rear, nicely displayed by her snug skirt.
 



CHAPTER 12
Sasha looked around the table, not quite believing she was sitting in the Carnegie Conference Room with Prescott & Talbott’s five most powerful partners. And Will.
Marco DeAngeles, Fred Jennings, Kevin Marcus, John Porter, and Cinco. Their combined net worth had to have eight digits. Maybe nine. And each of them was usually more than ready to seize control of any conversation. They were assertive. Confident. Decisive.
Except they were none of those things right now. Right now, they were all looking at Will with varying degrees of hope and desperation in their eyes.
Will straightened his tie and swallowed, then he said, “Sasha, thank you for coming in on such short notice. As you know, the firm would like you to represent Mr. Lang, and we’re willing to discuss the contours of that representation with you.”
Jennings nodded along as Will spoke.
Don’t let them intimidate you. Be cool. She thought of what Noah used to tell her: fake it if you have to.
Sasha arched a brow. “As it happens, Mr. Lang would also like me to represent him. And I spoke to him about an hour ago to tell him I would do so, subject to the firm’s agreement not to interfere with our attorney-client relationship. Those are the contours.”
She sat back and watched the heavy hitters defer to Will.
“As a criminal defense attorney myself,” Will began, “I understand your concerns. You rightly don’t want the firm to second-guess your advice or whisper in Mr. Lang’s ear. But you have to understand, too. Two Prescott & Talbott partners have been murdered in the past year. We need to control the fallout from that fact. As a result, the firm has an interest in the outcome of Mr. Lang’s case. We will want to be kept apprised of the case and consulted on strategy.”
He flicked his eyes to Cinco, looking for confirmation that he’d delivered the right message. Cinco gave a little nod.
Sasha stared straight ahead at the painting on the wall. As befit Cinco’s private conference room, it was a nude. There was no question that his secretary had not posed for this one. According to the brass placard hanging beneath it, it was the work of Philip Pearlstein, a native Pittsburgher and noted painter who specialized in nude models posing with unusual objects—in this case, a yoga ball.
She ran through a series of calculations in her head. When she’d spoken to Greg, he’d admitted that Ellen had filed for divorce because of his gambling. He’d also admitted he’d lost his job because he’d taken to stopping in at the casino on his way to work, which inevitably led to him not going to work. So, with no income and Ellen’s estate tied up in the divorce, Greg had told her that, despite his ritzy address, cash flow was a problem.
But Sasha simply wasn’t willing to be at Prescott & Talbott’s beck and call. Greg would have to figure out another way to pay her. She wondered if he had any space on his credit cards. Presumably, Naya could set arrange for her to accept credit cards. To date, all her clients had paid by wire transfer or check—yet another strike against dabbling in criminal law.
She pushed her chair back from the table and stood.
“Your proposal’s not feasible. If Mr. Lang wants me to represent him, we’ll work something out between the two of us. But I won’t have you breathing down my neck and second-guessing me.”
Sasha reached in her purse for the retainer check, prepared to throw it on the gleaming table as part of her dramatic exit. It had been a mistake to even consider taking the case. What she really needed was a clean break from her former firm.
Kevin Marcus leaned forward and said, “Wait. Please reconsider your position. I personally assure you that we won’t interfere wth your work. We will, however, stand ready to give you any support you request in your representation of Greg Lang. I’m sure we can work through this.”
His voice was strained, but he stopped just short of begging.
She remained standing but asked, “Why is this so important to the firm? And don’t feed me some line about friendship with Greg Lang. I bet half of you couldn’t pick him out of a lineup.”
Kevin looked at Cinco. Cinco looked at Fred.
Fred spread his paw-like hands wide and leaned back in his chair. “Seems to us Ellen was killed and her fella was framed to make the firm look bad.”
“You think someone killed one of your female partners and framed her estranged husband so you’d get bad press?”
“That’s right.”
Had Fred slipped into dementia without anyone noticing? His conjecture was insane. She looked around the table. Everyone else was nodding, like it was a reasonable theory.
“Assuming that were true, how exactly does it make Prescott look bad?” Sasha asked.
Kevin fixed her with a look. “Come now, Sasha. You know we got very low marks on the Mothers in the Law’s last survey.”
He tilted his head, as if he was wondering whether she had been one of the anonymous female lawyers who had responded to the survey by describing Prescott & Talbott as a place where relationships go to die.
She held his gaze and said, “I was single, not to mention childless, during my time here, Kevin, remember? I didn’t pay any more attention to those surveys than I did to the mandatory retirement age issue. It wasn’t relevant to my life.”
Marco bobbed his head and said, “And that’s why you were so damn good, Mac. No family, no kids. No whining about maternity leave and breast pumps and on-site daycare. None of that bullshit.”
Cinco jumped in and said, “Although work-life balance issues weren’t high on your priority list, Sasha, they are important to the new associates and law students.” He paused and looked hard at Marco, then he said, “And I mean the women and the men. They all want to know that they’ll have time to raise their families.”
Sasha shook her head. “Ellen didn’t have kids.”
“Well, that’s true,” Kevin conceded. “But you know, that survey also made a big point about the divorce rate for our lawyers. It’s hovering at around eighty percent for the partners.”
Sasha thought of Noah, who had died convinced that his wife was going to leave him. As it turned out, he’d been right. Feeling neglected because he was always working, Laura Peterson had been having an affair.
She looked around the table, meeting each of their eyes for several seconds, then she asked, “Do you have any actual support for your belief that Greg is being framed for Ellen’s murder in an effort to sully the firm’s reputation?”
John cleared his throat, but Cinco spoke first, saying, “Of course not. If we had proof, we’d have taken it to the district attorney the instant Greg was charged.”
He sat back and waved both hands, gesturing to the men sitting around the table. “We may not have proof, Sasha, but we have, collectively, over a hundred years of solid legal judgment in this room. And, in our judgment, this is an act against the firm. Ellen and her husband, are—horrific as this may sound—collateral damage. Someone has committed this heinous crime in an effort to, as you say, sully our stellar reputation.”
Sasha tried to ignore her rising nausea. Leave it to Prescott & Talbott to consider itself the true victim.
When Cinco finished his self-serving speech, she said, “Not to be cute, but who do you think would murder one of your partners so your firm ranking plummets? WC&C?”
Fred chuckled and covered it with a cough.
Whitmore, Clay, & Charles—or WC&C—was probably indistinguishable from Prescott & Talbott to the average Pittsburgher. And for good reason. They were both well-established, well-regarded law firms that had served the city since the 1800s. Both employed hundreds of attorneys, most of whom hailed from the very best law schools. Both had filled seats on the federal bench and in boardrooms of publicly traded companies with their former partners. Both charged rates that topped out around a thousand dollars an hour.
But if one were to suggest to an attorney employed by either firm that the two were interchangeable, one had better be prepared to duck. The bad blood between the firms was legendary. And long-lived.
The three attorneys who formed WC&C broke off from Prescott & Talbott in 1892, in the aftermath of the bloody Homestead Strike. The strike, one of the most violent labor-management disputes in the history of the United States, had resulted in a shootout between striking steelworkers and Pinkerton agents, who had been hired to provide security for the steel mill.
The Pinkertons had approached the mill from the river after dark. When they attempted to land their barges, the striking workers were waiting for them. In the end, several men were killed on each side of the gun battle; the Pinkertons surrendered and were beaten by a throng that was estimated to contain more than five thousand striking mill workers and sympathizers; the militia was called in; and the battle moved to the courtroom.
More than a dozen of the strike leaders were charged with conspiracy, rioting, and murder. Similar charges were filed against the executives of the steel mill. Eventually, the charges were dropped against both the workers and management. Prescott & Talbott, of course, represented the Carnegie Steel Company; its owner, Andrew Carnegie; and Henry Clay Frick, who was running the company.
Josiah Whitmore, a partner at Prescott & Talbott, was contacted by the Pinkerton Agency, who wanted to sue the steel company in civil court for putting its men in harm’s way. Prescott & Talbott couldn’t take the case because it would be a conflict of interest, but Whitmore saw it as his chance to strike out on his own.
Joined by Matthew Clay and Clyde Charles, two newly minted lawyers, he left the firm and opened WC&C. In the early days, the three specialized in suing Prescott & Talbott clients, which resulted in protracted, bitter courtroom battles, where Prescott & Talbott tried to have their opponents disqualified.
Despite the public enmity between the two firms, the arrangement had worked to their mutual advantage for more than a hundred years: both firms ran up their clients’ bills fighting over every little thing, no matter how minor, and the attorneys at both firms could pound their chests about their take-no-prisoners battles.
Marco turned to Sasha and said, with no trace of humor, “I wouldn’t put it past those bastards.”
She was still formulating a response when Cinco frowned at Marco and said, “Of course it isn’t WC&C. But I have no doubt that someone has murdered one of our respected colleagues—one of your former colleagues, I might add—in a deliberate attempt to smear the firm.”
Cinco spoke with such self-assurance and conviction that she almost forgot his belief had no basis in fact.
Will cleared his throat and added, “Sasha, even if you aren’t convinced that we’re right, it’s clear you aren’t convinced that we’re wrong. That means there’s a chance Mr. Lang was wrongly accused. Imagine being charged with a murder you didn’t commit.”
She did as he asked. She put aside her own reaction to the man and to the firm’s idiotic theory and put herself in Greg’s shoes. She pictured herself finding Connelly’s lifeless body and then being charged with his murder. Facing that fear in the middle of a sea of grief and despair.
She nodded.
Sasha walked out of the Carnegie with the retainer check and two new things: an agreement that she would defend Greg Lang and keep Volmer—and Volmer only—in the loop and the unshakeable feeling that she was being manipulated.
 



CHAPTER 13
Leo took a deep breath before he pushed open the door to Sasha’s office building. The jangle of the bells over the door caught Ocean’s attention, and she turned around from the chalkboard where she was writing the lunch specials in stylized bubble letters.
“Hey, Leo, you wanna cup?” she offered, with a wide smile.
Leo smiled back. “Not right now. Thanks, though. Is Sasha around?”
Ocean’s shoulders rose in an exaggerated shrug and she said, “I haven’t seen her. I just got here.”
“Okay. Save me a bowl of that white chicken chili,” Leo said, nodding to her half-finished menu.
He took the stairs by two and poked his head into Sasha’s office. It was empty. Her screensaver—an image of the Lady of Justice statue that graced the clock tower atop the Clear Brook County Courthouse—was on, so she’d been gone more than a few minutes.
Probably across the hall gossiping with Naya.
He rapped on Naya’s door.
“Come in,” Naya called.
He eased the door open and craned his neck to look in: no Sasha.
“Oh, it’s you. I thought you were Mac,” Naya said.
“Hello to you, too, Naya.”
He strode in and flung himself into the cream- and navy-striped guest chair.
“Come on in and have a seat, fly boy,” Naya deadpanned.
“Thanks.”
Leo smiled at her. For all her prickliness, he knew Naya liked him. Or, he was pretty sure she did. Most of the time.
“Where is she, anyway?” he asked.
“She must still be at P & T.”
“Prescott & Talbott? What’s she doing there?”
Naya gave him a sharp look. “She didn’t tell you?”
Leo shook his head. Their conversation the night before had centered on his job opportunity, before devolving into a trip down memory lane, as they recounted their year together over drinks—far too many drinks. She hadn’t mentioned work at all, which, in retrospect, was unlike her.
Naya arched an eyebrow.
“What?” Leo asked.
She sighed. “They asked her to represent Ellen Mortenson’s husband on his murder charges.”
Leo shook his head like he had water in his ear. “I’m sorry, Prescott & Talbott wants Sasha to represent the man who’s been charged with killing a Prescott partner?”
“You got it.”
“That’s ...” he trailed off, unable to come up with a word to describe the situation.
Naya had several, however.
“Insane? Ridiculous? Inadvisable? A terrible idea?”
“Well, yeah. She’s not going to do it, right?”
Naya shrugged, with an exaggerated motion, as if to say, who knows what that girl will do. She narrowed her eyes, taking in his khakis and sweater.
“No work today?”
It was Leo’s turn to give Naya a sharp look.
“Sasha didn’t tell you?” he asked.
“Tell me what?”
“I’ve been offered a job in the private sector. Outside D.C.”
Naya’s dark eyes flashed, but she hid her surprise and said, “You’re not going to take it, though.”
He said nothing.
“Leo?”
He couldn’t tell her. He didn’t trust her not to tell Sasha.
The job offer was more like a soft landing that his supervisor had arranged. Apparently, the Department of Homeland Security had decided he was not a team player, as befit a special agent with the U.S. Air Marshal’s Office. “Lone wolf,” was what his supervisor had said, in describing his unofficial investigation into the Hemisphere Air crash and the role he’d played in the Marcellus Shale mess up in Clear Brook County.
Leo hadn’t bothered to argue the decision. He’d been tagged as a problem. His impeccable record, past commendations, and indisputable effectiveness meant nothing now, as far as the Department was concerned. It was a stain that no amount of argument would remove. He supposed he should be grateful that he had enough goodwill left within the Department to get him the cushy civilian job with the six-figure salary.
But Sasha couldn’t find out. She’d blame herself, even though he’d decided on his own to skirt the limits of his authority to help her. She’d never asked him to do anything. He’d wanted her to see him as indispensable. He’d wanted to be important to her.
Naya was still staring at him. Or glaring at him, actually. She was leaning forward in her chair like she was ready to spring at him.
“I don’t know, Naya. It’s an enticing offer.”
Her glare grew even fiercer.
Leo felt the absurd need to make her understand. “Come on, Naya, Sasha knew my position here was temporary.”
It was true. He’d been working out of the Pittsburgh field office for nearly a year with no real justification for it. Once it had become clear that no marshals had been involved in the Hemisphere Air disaster, he should have packed up and returned to D.C. Instead, he’d stayed because of Sasha. And, up until the powers that be had decided he was no longer wanted in the department, they’d been happy to let him stay indefinitely. But they could have called him back at any time, and Sasha had understood that.
Naya proved to be less understanding.
“Sure, right, Homeland Security could have told you to haul your butt back to D.C., but they didn’t, did they? You went out and got yourself a better gig with no regard for Sasha or her feelings,” she said, her voice thick with anger.
“It’s not like that,” he protested.
“Then what’s it like?” she shot back.
Leo clamped his mouth shut and shook his head. It wouldn’t matter what he said; Naya was on the attack now, like a mother bear.
 



CHAPTER 14
Sasha stared into the white foamy water pulsing up from the Point State Park Fountain and shivered. The early October wind whipped through the water, sending a spray in her direction. Some time in the next few weeks, the Department of Public Works would shut off the fountain’s pumps for the winter and the eight hundred thousand gallons that fed into the fountain from the underground river that ran under the Point would flow wherever it was they flowed.
She scanned the park. It was nearly deserted, except for her and a lone older man walking a white cockapoo on the far side of the park. Both owner and dog had their heads bowed, leaning into the wind. The dog yipped and yapped at the leaves that skittered by him.
She looked back to the fountain. Leo was going to leave. How could he not? A position as the chief security officer of a large pharmaceutical company was a great career opportunity.
Her chest tightened and her eyes stung.
Don’t cry.
Growing up with three older brothers had taught Sasha innumerable survival skills. She could pitch a tent in a driving rainstorm, dress a good-sized wound without growing faint, and change her car’s oil. But the skill she valued most was her ability to shut down her tears before they started flowing. It was just a matter of discipline.
Think about something else.
Like why the firm was so eager for her to represent Greg Lang. The partners couldn’t actually believe Ellen had been slaughtered and Greg framed just so Prescott & Talbott would be dinged on work-life balance surveys. It was too crazy.
They were worried, deeply worried, about something. That much was clear from the cloud of fear that had hung over the conference room. As far as she could tell, Will didn’t seem to know their real motivation, and the others would never tell her.
In the end, it didn’t matter. She’d been retained to represent Greg, regardless of why Prescott & Talbott wanted her. They’d gotten her. So, now what?
Did she have an innocent client? Did it even matter? She didn’t know. What she did know was someone had taken pictures of Greg Lang at the poker table and sent them to his wife. Might as well start by finding out who and why.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Walking back to Prescott & Talbott’s garage to retrieve her car, Sasha pulled up Naya’s telephone number on her Blackberry.
Naya answered on the third ring.
“Where the hell are you, Mac?”
“I took a walk after my meeting on the Death Star. Why, is something wrong?”
Naya ignored her question and said, “Leo stopped by.”
“Oh.”
“Oh? Oh? Your boyfriend’s thinking about moving. Doesn’t that seem like the sort of thing you’d mention?” Naya’s voice oozed irritation.
“We can talk about it later, okay? Did he mention what he wanted?”
“No. He was surprised to hear you were at P & T to meet with the partners about whether you were going to represent a killer,” Naya said, still seething.
“Alleged killer,” Sasha muttered, as she climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, where she’d left her car. Her heels clattered on the stairs but did nothing to drown out Naya.
She pushed the door open and, out of habit, scanned the parking garage. Saw nothing unusual.
On the other end of the phone, Naya was still griping.
“Whatever, Mac. Why’s everything gotta be top secret with you? You don’t tell me anything; you don’t tell your boyfriend anything.”
Suddenly, it hit her: Naya wasn’t mad; she was hurt.
Sasha squeezed the phone between her shoulder and her ear, unlocked the car door, and tossed her bag inside. She exhaled, long and slow, and cleared her mind before she slid into the car and answered Naya.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. I didn’t tell you about Leo because I wasn’t ready to talk about it. I didn’t tell Leo about Lang because he dropped his news on me before I had the chance. I’m trying to process everything, okay? I’m not holding out on you,” Sasha said in a soft voice.
Naya was instantly placated. Her tone shifted from annoyed to concerned. “Okay. How are you doing, Mac?”
“I don’t know. Can we talk about Lang for a minute?”
While she waited for Naya to agree, she started the car and eased it out of the spot.
“Sure, of course.”
“We’re a team. If you really object to our representing Lang, we won’t do it. But I think if you meet with him, you’ll be on board. Especially because of those pictures. Somebody took them and mailed them to Ellen. That someone just might have killed her, right?”
“Maybe, but, Mac—”
“Just keep an open mind. Call him and set up a meeting at the office tomorrow morning. After that, I promise, I’ll hear you out. Just hear him out first.”
Naya sighed. “Fine. Are you coming back to the office?”
Sasha glanced at the dashboard clock. Almost four-thirty.
“Not unless I need to.”
“No, you’re cool. You need to read those discovery responses and give me your comments, but they’re on the system. Do it from home tonight.”
“Thanks, Naya.”
“Sure. Take it easy, okay, Mac?”
Sasha accelerated as the garage ramp dumped her out of the garage and into the early wave of rush hour traffic. She had one stop to make before she went back to her condo.
 



CHAPTER 15
Sasha parked halfway up the Steinfelds’ long cement driveway. She rehearsed her pitch as she walked past Bertie Steinfeld’s carefully tended chrysanthemum bushes and mounted the wide stairs to the porch.
The front door swung open while she was reaching forward to press the doorbell. Bertie stood in the doorway, wiping her hands on a red and pink Vera Bradley apron. Sasha recognized it because she’d bought one of her own, finding it cute and flirty. Connelly, it seemed, found it hilarious.
“Sasha, what a nice surprise,” Bertie said, beaming. “Come in, come in. I’m making rugelach.”
Sasha’s blank face gave her away.
“It’s a cookie, Cookie. I’ll send you home with some. And the recipe, so your young man can make them for you if you like them.”
Sasha forced a laugh as she stepped into the gleaming hallway, which smelled like lemons and sunshine. “Thanks, Bertie. Is Larry home?”
“Is he home? Does he ever leave?” She waved toward the closed study door to the right of the hall stairs. “He’s in his office. Go ahead in, while I get my rugelach before they burn.”
Bertie trotted toward the kitchen in the back of the house, tutting to herself.
Sasha knocked on the oak door.
“What is it, Bertie?” Larry yelled from inside.
Sasha eased the door open and stuck her head in.
“Hi, Larry. It’s Sasha McCandless. May I come in?”
Larry looked up from the legal journal he was reading and peered at her over the top of his glasses.
“Sasha, how good to see you. Of course, come in.”
He started to push himself up from the desk chair.
“Please don’t get up.”
He ignored her and straightened to standing until she’d taken a seat in the pineapple-patterned wing-backed chair in front of his desk. Larry—who had served in the Israeli Military as a young man, where he’d been trained in Krav Maga—refused to accept that he was aging. Except for his bad leg, he was strong and fit. He still swam laps at the Jewish Community Center every morning.
“To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked, sinking back into his chair.
“I was wondering if you’d like to help me out with a criminal case.”
“A criminal case?” Larry repeated. A glint of interest lit his brown eyes behind his glasses.
“Yes. I’ve been asked to represent a gentleman accused of murdering his wife.”
Larry rocked back in his chair and said, “A homicide? That’s not really a good way to cut your criminal law teeth, Sasha.”
“I know,” she agreed. “I don’t know why he wants me to represent him, but he does. Well, actually, Prescott & Talbott does.”
He leaned forward, eager and interested.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“His wife was Ellen Mortenson. Recognize the name?”
“Sure. She’s the gal who had her throat slit. Wasn’t she a Prescott partner?”
“She was,” Sasha confirmed.
“And they want you to represent the husband?” Larry said slowly.
“Right.” She decided to skip the story about the murder being an elaborate scheme to make the firm look bad. “They maintain that he’s innocent. And so does he.”
Larry dismissed that notion with a wave of his hand. “Eh, so what?”
“So what?”
“That’s right. So what? Rule number one: it doesn’t matter whether your client is guilty or innocent. What matters is whether the state can prove he’s guilty. And that’s the only thing that matters,” Larry said in a serious, intense voice. “Don’t ever forget that.”
Sasha nodded her understanding and said, “So, will you help me?”
He looked at her for a long time before he answered. “I will. You’re going to need all the help you can get.”
The sound of clattering trays from the kitchen seemed to remind him of his wife.
He shook his head slowly and said, “Bertie’s not going to like this one bit. Not one bit.”
Sasha just smiled. She knew Bertie would put up a fuss about it, but she’d secretly be glad to have a little less together time with her recently retired husband.
 



CHAPTER 16
Clarissa slipped into the Tap Room at the William Penn and waved to the bartender, a young, clean-shaven man she didn’t recognize. She surveyed the room. No sign of Martine yet.
She took the booth in the farthest corner of the room and sat facing the door. The pub was not quite half full. Most of the patrons had their eyes glued to the World Series playoff game being broadcast on the two television monitors mounted over the bar. As usual, the Pirates’ season was over, so she neither knew nor cared who was playing.
A heavyset, light-skinned waiter materialized with a glass of water and a dish of nuts.
“How you doing tonight, ma’am?” he asked in an interested voice.
“Fine, thanks,” she answered automatically.
The truth was that she was exhausted. She felt sluggish and heavy. Like her brain and limbs were encased in maple syrup.
He smiled and waited for her drink order.
“I’m meeting a friend. She’s going to order a vodka cranberry. When she does, I’m going to say I want the same, but just bring me a cranberry juice, okay? Bill me for the real thing, though,” Clarissa said, feeling silly.
The waiter looked at her for a moment, then a slow smile spread across his face. “You got it, and congratulations!” he said.
“Excuse me?”
He laughed. “Father of four. I know all about keeping it a secret till you’re sure it’s gonna stick. That vitamin C will be good for the baby, anyway.”
“Thank you.” She smiled back at him, and her mouth felt stretched by the movement. She hadn’t had much to smile about recently.
“You bet,” he said, as Martine rushed through the door.
“Oh, here she comes now,” Clarissa said, catching Martine’s eye and giving her a little wave.
The waiter moved to the side to allow Martine to hurry into the booth.
“Sorry. Am I late?” Martine asked, while she piled her coat and tote on the booth and caught her breath.
“No worries, I was just saying we’d each want a vodka cranberry. That is still your drink, right?”
“Sure. Sounds good,” Martine said.
“Very good, ladies,” the waiter said, throwing Clarissa a wink.
“So,” Martine said, once he’d left.
“Yeah.”
They sat, not speaking, and stared down at the table between them. Clarissa was seeing Ellen’s face—her crooked smile and the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose that had made her seem more like an imp than the detail-oriented estates and trusts attorney she was. Judging by Martine’s long sigh, she had a similar picture in her mind’s eye.
Martine broke the silence. “Have you heard anything about the arrangements for Ellen?”
“Yeah, Cinco sent around an e-mail. Her parents are having her cremated as soon as the coroner releases her body, but they don’t want to have a memorial or anything. Not now, at least,” Clarissa said.
The waiter returned with two vibrant red drinks and took care to place the one with the swizzle stick in front of Clarissa.
Martine raised her glass. “To Ellen.”
Clarissa hefted her glass and clinked it against Martine’s. “To Ellen,” she echoed. Then she took a long swallow of the bitter juice and said, “I’m leaving Nick.” The words sounded flat and far away.
Martine put her drink down fast, sloshing liquid over the top of the glass, and reached across the table for Clarissa’s hand.
“Oh, Clarissa, no.”
Clarissa nodded, not trusting herself to speak around the lump in her throat.
“Why?”
“He’s cheating on me, Marti,” she answered, using the nickname they’d given Martine a lifetime ago.
“Nick? Are you sure?”
“Pictures don’t lie,” Clarissa mumbled.
“You have pictures?”
Clarissa knew Martine was going to be hurt to learn that she and Ellen had been keeping their troubles from her, but she didn’t care. She needed someone to talk to.
“Yeah. It’s kind of funny, actually. Well, not funny. Strange. On the Friday before Labor Day, Ellen and I both received envelopes at work marked Personal and Confidential. Hers had pictures of Greg at The Rivers Casino, with a stack of chips in front of him.” She stopped.
Martine asked, “And yours?”
Clarissa took a deep breath and exhaled, then said, “And mine had pictures of Nick and some woman—more like a girl, really—making out.”
“Oh my goodness, Clarissa, that’s horrible,” Martine said in a dramatic tone that immediately irritated Clarissa.
It was horrible, of course. But was it any more horrible that the crushing boringness that Martine’s husband displayed on a daily basis? Or Greg’s gambling problem? Hadn’t she known from the very beginning of their relationship that Nick had a roving eye? Why was it that when she and Ellen talked about their relationship problems, Clarissa had felt supported, and now she was feeling judged? Probably the hormones.
Martine, ever logical and analytical, had already moved on.
“Where did these pictures come from?”
“I have no idea,” Clarissa said.
She and Ellen had tried to find out, of course. But the packages had been delivered to the busy firm mailroom on the afternoon of a holiday weekend; most of the support staff had already been permitted to leave early to get a start on the weekend, and those who remained were flying through their jobs in an effort to get out of work as soon as possible. The harassed mailroom supervisor could only tell them that the packages had been logged as having been hand-delivered. No messenger company name, no other information.
Besides, it had hardly been their biggest concern. More important than who had sent them or why, was what those pictures meant to their marriages. As they huddled together in shock and anger, Clarissa had suggested calling Martine and getting together for a drink to process what had just happened, but Ellen had been itching to get home and confront Greg.
After Ellen had left, Clarissa had hidden in her office, too embarrassed and raw to face anyone who might still be around, finishing up work. Then she’d wasted some time running Internet searches for family law attorneys and scrolling through her law school friends’ Facebook and LinkedIn profiles trying to find someone she could trust but who wasn’t in her social circle.
Only when she was sure her floor was deserted, had she blown her nose, steeled herself, and raced across the public space to the elevator bank.
Across the table, Martine was trying to get her attention.
“Clarissa? You okay?”
“Yeah, sorry. I was just thinking.”
Martine nodded, sympathetic and understanding. “So, what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to leave him.”
“Well, sure. Do you have your ducks in a row?”
“I think so. I have the same divorce attorney Ellen was using. He said to just act normally until he serves Nick with the papers.”
“When’s that going to happen?”
Clarissa checked her watch then sipped her juice. “Right about now.”
Nick was at his weekly card game at his Greek social club. Andy was going to send someone to the windowless concrete block building on the South Side with the divorce complaint. She’d had a locksmith come over and re-key the door as soon as Nick had left. With any luck, the next time she’d see his smarmy face would be in court.
Martine’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow. Okay. So, tell me about this attorney. Is he good?”
“He’s got a reputation for being a bulldog. So, I guess.”
“He’s at WC&C?”
“Oh, God, no.”
Clarissa hadn’t even considered hiring a divorce attorney from one of Prescott’s peer firms. The thought of sharing the details of Nick’s infidelity with someone she might later run into at a benefit or on a bar committee turned her stomach almost as much as the adultery itself.
She’d left the office that Friday night planning to spend her Labor Day weekend getting referrals to family law firms. And, then, in a stroke of luck, she’d literally run into a guy who worked for Andy Pulaski.
She’d barreled off the elevator and charged through the lobby, her head down, in a hurry to get to the elevators that led to the parking garage. And had banged into a chest.
“Oh, pardon me.” She’d managed to get the words out without crying, which had felt like an accomplishment.
A young guy—in his early twenties, maybe—had given her a slow, easy grin. He was dressed like a bike messenger: cargo pants, long-sleeved t-shirt layered under a short-sleeved t-shirt, ratty canvas bag.
“In a hurry to get your party started?” he’d asked, as he pressed the call button for the elevator.
“Excuse me?” Clarissa had squeaked. Then, she’d remembered: it was the start of a holiday weekend. “Oh, not exactly.”
He’d looked at her closely from under his mop of floppy brown hair. “Are you okay?” he’d asked in a kind voice, full of concern.
Clarissa had felt the tears building behind her eyes and, to her horror, had been unable to stop them.
“Not really,” she’d said, “I just found out my husband’s cheating on me.”
“Aw, that’s beat. I’m sorry.”
He’d dug into one of his pockets and pulled out a linty, crumpled tissue.
Clarissa had waved it off and wiped her eyes with back of her hand.
As the bell dinged to announce the arrival of the elevator, he’d said, “My boss is a really good divorce attorney. You should give him a call.”
On their short trip to the second floor of the parking garage, the kid had produced, from yet another of his innumerable pockets, a bent business card that proclaimed Andy “Big Gun” Pulaski was the guy who’d see her through the war of divorce.
Now, she drained her drink, wishing it actually contained vodka, and told Martine, “His name is Andy Pulaski. His offices are out in Monroeville.”
Martine wrinkled her nose at the idea of a strip mall attorney but said nothing.
She took a sip of her drink then said, “I’m so sorry, Clarissa.”
“Thanks,” Clarissa said.
There was really nothing else to say. She couldn’t tell Martine about the baby, not when she hadn’t even told Nick.
She wondered if Nick had the papers yet. She’d turned off her cell phone as soon he’d left for the club. She didn’t want to talk to him—ever again, if she could arrange it.
 



CHAPTER 17
Sasha was not uncomfortable with silence. She could sit companionably next to a friend, a relative, or a total stranger and be alone with her thoughts. Truth be told, she preferred it to incessant yammering on about nothing, just to have something to say. Usually.
Tonight, though, with Connelly sprawled across her couch, pretending to read some behavioral economics book, the quiet was making her edgy—the quiet, and the fact that Connelly hadn’t turned a page in at least twenty minutes. He was just staring into the book.
Their dinner conversation had been strained and awkwardly polite, as they danced around the topics of her new murder case and his potential new job. It had felt like a bad first date.
She perched on the arm of the couch behind his head.
“So, how’s the book?”
“Uh, good,” he said, turning it over on his lap to hold his place and twisting his neck to look at her. “I think you’d like it.”
“Really? How would you know?”
He wrinkled his brow at the question, then he laughed. “Yeah, I guess I’m pretty distracted tonight.”
“Thinking about the job offer?” she asked
“Yeah.”
It hung there between them for a while, then he pushed himself up on an elbow to turn to face her full on, and said, “You could come with me.”
“I really can’t. I have to spend the weekend getting my arms around the Lang case.”
“Not this weekend. For good.”
He looked at her for a long time.
“So, you are going to take it?” she asked, ignoring his question for the time being.
“Yes,” he confirmed.
She’d figured that was the case—this visit was a formality. Hearing him say it felt like a hammer fist punch to the sternum.
She nodded. He reached up and put his hand over hers, waiting for her to respond to his offer. He wanted her to give up her practice and move to D.C. with him.
“I ... need to think about it,” she said, finally.
They sat like that, silent, for a moment, then she stood and crossed the room to get the criminal practice materials Larry had lent her. She had work to do.
Connelly watched her with sad eyes as she gathered her papers. Then he turned back to the book he wasn’t reading, and silence filled the room again.
 



CHAPTER 18
THURSDAY
Caroline worried one pearl earring: she pinched her earlobe with her thumb and index finger, turning and rubbing the glossy white globe over and over. Where was Mr. Prescott?
She glanced down at her desk. It was still there.
She’d arrived, as always, at precisely ten minutes before eight and had unlocked the door to her office. When she’d crossed the threshold to turn on the light, she’d heard a rustling and had looked down to see a white, Tyvek envelope underfoot. She could see the thick block letters spelling out “PERSONAL AND CONFIDENTIAL.”
Her heart started to flutter in her chest, like a trapped bird. She bent to retrieve the envelope, then carried it as if it were glass and gently placed it in the center of her desk. Where it had now been sitting for forty minutes. Waiting for her to do something.
It’s marked ‘personal and confidential.’ Mr. Prescott will be here soon. Just disregard it.
She repeated the three sentences in an effort to slow her heart and quell her imagination. It wasn’t working.
Caroline turned her attention to her computer monitor and busied herself with completing an expense report. Her right hand, unbidden, returned to her earring. It was no use. She wheeled her chair back to the center of her desk and stared down at the envelope.
The door opened at eighty-thirty, and Mr. Prescott strode into the room.
“Good morning, Mrs. Masters,” he said, raising his attaché case in greeting.
“Good morning,” she said, as she snatched the envelope from her desk and hurried around to hand it to him. “This was on the floor when I arrived. Someone must have slid it under the door.”
They had never discussed the first envelope, but she could tell from the way his face turned gray that he recognized that this one was its twin.
He took the envelope from her slowly, as if he really didn’t want to, but only said, “Very good. Thank you.”
He went into his office and shut the door behind him.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Cinco rubbed his mouth and stared at the envelope. He didn’t want to open it. He had to, though. He cracked his knuckles and wished he’d gone to design school instead of law school. Then, he steeled himself and slid the edge of his letter opener under the seal.
He turned the envelope upside-down and shook out a five-by-seven photograph. It landed face-down on his standing desk. He flipped it over with the tip of the letter opener.
Ellen, Clarissa, and Martine smiled up at him in their party gowns. Ellen and Clarissa’s grins were partially obscured by red Xs. “TWO DOWN” was written across the bottom of the picture.
Cinco closed his eyes and willed himself not to vomit. He took several breaths. When the nausea subsided, he pressed a button on his phone and buzzed Caroline.
“Mrs. Masters,” he said, working to keep his voice even, “call down and tell Clarissa Costopolous to come up to see me. If she’s not in yet, leave a message for her to come up as soon as she arrives.”
“Right away, Mr. Prescott,” she assured him in a voice that betrayed nothing.
He released the button and stared out the window. Despite her calm tone, he was pretty sure his secretary knew as well as he did that Clarissa wouldn’t be coming to work today.
Cinco wasn’t sure how long he stood like that, looking out the window without seeing the city skyline that unfolded in front of him. He thought about calling Greta. But he didn’t know what help his wife could offer at the moment. Besides, what would he say? Darling, someone’s serially killing the female partners at the firm; what should I do? He shook his head at himself. No, don’t bring anyone else into this ... mess.
He was about to buzz Caroline again to tell her to round up the Management Committee, when she raced through the door with a stricken expression.
“Clarissa’s in the parking garage. She’s ... dead.”
 



CHAPTER 19
Cinco, flanked by the four other members of the Management Committee, stepped off the elevator and scanned the parking garage’s third floor, where a shopper returning to her car with an armful of bags from the clothing boutique in the building had found Clarissa’s body.
Cinco spotted the sobbing shopper sitting on the trunk of a black-and-white police cruiser with a blanket thrown over her shoulders and a sympathetic female patrol officer rubbing the woman’s arm. He headed in that direction.
As he neared, he nodded to Samantha Davis, the firm’s chief security officer, who was standing with an older African-American man in a navy suit. They were huddled close to Clarissa’s Lexus.
“Mr. Prescott,” Sam said, as they approached, “this is homicide detective Burton Gilbert. Detective Gilbert, Charles Prescott, V. He’s the head of the firm.”
The detective slipped a small notepad and pen into his breast pocket and extended a hand.
“Mr. Prescott,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice.
“Detective,” Cinco said.
He waved a hand behind him. “These men are my senior advisors.”
Detective Gilbert nodded to the cluster of anxious faces over Cinco’s shoulder. “I’ll need to get names and contact information here from you gentlemen, but first Ms. Davis and I can walk you through what we know.”
Sam smoothed back her wavy silver hair and looked down at her own small notepad.
“Okay, at oh-nine-ten, building security got a call that a female was screaming on the third floor of the garage.”
She pointed to the uniformed officer and the shopper, and Cinco noticed for the first time the building’s rent-a-cop standing alongside the patrol car.
The building provided security for its tenants, but Cinco had not found it particularly impressive. In fact, it appeared to be principally decorative. After a Christmas season in which sixteen firm-issued laptops had walked out of the building, four secretaries’ pocketbooks had been stolen from their desks, and innumerable young associates had complained of missing electronic devices that Cinco had never heard of nor cared about, he’d hired Sam Davis.
Sam was a former FBI agent and a member of his wife’s book club. She had retired from the Bureau and moved to Pittsburgh when her husband had been offered a position as the chief financial officer at some technology company in the Strip District. She was well credentialed, bored senseless, and didn’t need the money. Cinco had made her a low-ball offer and she’d taken it.
Her eyes were shining now, and Cinco could see she was hopped up on the excitement that had been in short supply as the chief security officer of a staid law firm.
She gestured at the green Buick LaCrosse parked to the left of Clarissa’s car and continued, “Mrs. Woolson, the woman who found the body, had hit some VIP early-morning sale at Creations Boutique. She was coming around to the passenger side of her car here to put her packages on the front seat—”
Porter interrupted her, asking “Why not in the trunk? Or the back seat?”
Cinco turned to frown at him. “What difference does it make?”
Sam shook her head and said, “No, it’s a good question. She has some kind of long-haired dogs and the backseat is full of dog hair. Their crates are in the trunk because she dropped them off at the groomer this morning. So, she walked around to open the front passenger side door and noticed the blood.”
She stepped in front of Cinco and pointed with her pen to the front driver’s side window of Clarissa’s car. Five sets of eyes followed her hand.
Red blood splattered the driver’s side window in a spray pattern that reminded Cinco of spin art.
When he was a child, his father had insisted the entire family attend the firm’s annual Kennywood picnic. Even then, Cinco had found the amusement park to be sticky, dirty, and inexplicable. He couldn’t fathom why people would wait in line to be scared, jerked around on a rickety wooden roller coaster, or spun in circles until they were queasy.
He had, however, loved the spin art booth. You paid your money and chose your colors. Then you would squeeze the paint from plastic condiment bottles onto your canvas, while it spun around like a record album.
The firm still held an annual Kennywood picnic, and Cinco still went to it each year. It had been at least ten years since he’d last looked for the spin art booth. At the time, the high school student manning the recording studio, where the talentless and hapless recorded abysmal covers of popular songs, had looked at him blankly.
He stared at the window. Clarissa’s vibrant blood and clotty gray matter clung to it and obscured his view, but he could see her body slumped across the center console.
The detective said, “I took a look inside when I got here, but I can’t let you do so. We need to wait for the coroner and the forensics team to get here and do their thing. Can’t risk disturbing the scene. But the doors were unlocked. She appears to have been beaten with a blunt object. My guess is a claw hammer.”
Marco spoke up. “You can tell that by looking at her?”
Sam swallowed a laugh, and Detective Gilbert twisted his mouth into a smile.
“No,” he said, “there’s a blood-covered claw hammer on the floor of the passenger side, so I have deduced as much.”
Cinco watched as Marco reddened.
Then he turned back to the homicide detective and said, “The firm will cooperate with your investigation, of course, limited only by our obligations to our clients to preserve their confidentiality. Let Ms. Davis know if you need anything.”
“I’ll be in touch,” Detective Gilbert promised.
Cinco nodded his goodbyes and turned to head back toward the elevators, stepping over the yellow crime scene tape. The others trailed behind him, whispering. He stifled a sigh. He saw more meetings in his future.
 



CHAPTER 20
Sasha, Naya, Larry, and Greg squeezed around the small round conference table in Sasha’s office. A takeout container of coffee and pastries from the coffee shop below sat, untouched, in the center of the table.
Greg squirmed under the weight of the unimpressed stares he faced. He’d been there for twenty minutes and, so far, he’d done a lot of tap dancing instead of answering Sasha’s questions. Naya rapped her pen against the table and bit her lip.
Sasha wondered if Naya would continue to hold her peace in the face of Greg’s apparent refusal to help himself. She hadn’t asked Naya to join her practice because of Naya’s diplomacy: she was outspoken, and her instincts about people were sound. If Greg continued to feed them a line, Naya would eventually lose her patience.
“Let’s try this again,” Sasha said to Greg, holding up the picture of him with the earliest date. It showed him at a poker table at 10:30 a.m. on the third Tuesday in June. “Do you remember how you came to be at the casino instead of at work this day?”
Greg exhaled through his nose. “I told you, I don’t know. I guess I just got the idea to stop by on my way to work. I drive right by the North Shore, you know.”
“Okay, sure, but why that day?” Sasha probed.
“I. Don’t. Know.” Greg cut off each word, making his irritation clear.
Finally, Naya made hers clear, too.
“Listen, Mr. Lang,” she began, pushing back from the table, “we’re trying to help you. Do you think someone who knew your gambling would set off your wife just happened to be at the casino, with a camera, on the same Tuesday morning that you got an urge to pull off the exit from 279 instead of taking your sorry ass to work?”
Greg stared at her, slack-jawed, then said, “I guess I never thought about it.”
“You never thought about it,” Sasha repeated.
She arched a brow and looked at Larry, who shrugged, like he’d heard it all and didn’t consider this to be outside the realm of possibility.
Greg went on, haltingly, “I mean, I guess, if I had thought about it, I might have wondered if she was having me followed, maybe?”
“Was she?” Sasha asked.
“She said no. I thought we were on pretty solid ground, until she found out about the gambling. We did a bike trip through the French countryside last spring. We were getting along fine—no, better than fine. So, I don’t think she had any reason to be suspicious.” He spread his hands wide and said, “But I don’t know.”
Naya shook her head but said nothing.
“It’s true. We were in love once, you know,” Greg insisted. “And, it’s not like we’d ever had a big falling out. It’s just that life, work—her work—got in the way, buried us. But in the Loire Valley, we spent our days riding through rolling hills dotted with heather and sunflowers turning their faces to the sun and our nights drinking wine under the stars in the courtyards of ancient chateaus. There was nothing in the way. Just us. It gave us a chance to uncover what had been there all along. I don’t care if you believe me or not, things were the best they’d been in years,” Greg finished, choking back tears and staring down at the table.
“Let’s get back to that morning in June,” Larry suggested in a neutral voice.
Larry had asked Sasha if he could sit in on the meeting to get a sense of Greg’s personality and demeanor, but he planned to play a behind-the-scenes role. Sasha couldn’t wait to hear what Larry thought of their client: Greg had been agitated and short-tempered ever since he’d arrived ten minutes late for their nine o’clock meeting. Now he’d finally shown a flash of humanity.
“Okay,” Greg said, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “Fine.”
“Try to remember why you chose that particular day to go to the casino.”
Greg rolled his eyes to make sure they understood how put upon he felt and repeated, “Fine.”
He fell silent for a moment, searching his memory—or at least pretending to do so. Then, he said, “My comp was about to expire.”
“Your comp?”
He sighed. “Yes. Around Memorial Day, I guess it was, I got an introductory certificate in the mail, inviting me to try out the table games at The Rivers. There was a coupon I could exchange for fifty dollars in chips, but it expired at the end of June.”
“Hold on,” Naya interrupted. “Aren’t you a recovering gambling addict?”
Anger flashed across Greg’s face. “No. Look, I got in a jam with some guys on sport betting ages ago. Before Ellen and I were even married. It was stupid, and they were ... unsavory people. Ellen helped me out. My going to Gamblers Anonymous was her requirement. I wasn’t then—and I’m not now—addicted to gambling.”
Naya opened her mouth to respond, but Sasha beat her to it.
“Nonetheless, you had given up gambling completely, correct?”
Greg answered right away. “Yeah. I hadn’t set foot in a casino or placed a bet of any kind in fourteen years. Until that day. And, you know, to be clear, I wasn’t gambling. I was playing poker. It’s a game of skill.”
From the way he said it, at once defensive and aggressive, Sasha knew he’d tried that argument on Ellen. She imagined Ellen hadn’t found it any more persuasive than she did.
“Let’s leave that aside for the moment. Do you believe the marketing department of a casino randomly sent a certificate for chips to someone who could be considered a recovering gambler? They’re pretty heavily regulated; I don’t think they can just send out that sort of thing unsolicited.”
Greg reddened. “The brochure had a cover letter that claimed it was sent in response to my inquiry, but I swear, I didn’t sign up for anything. Besides, I was in France most of May, biking seventy-five miles a day. How could I have? I figured it was a mistake, but, it was fifty dollars. I didn’t see the harm. I’d cash it in, play a little bit of poker, and then head to work.”
Sasha could see in both Larry’s and Naya’s eyes that they thought the same thing she did: Greg Lang was, quite possibly, the perfect patsy.
The phone rang; its electronic beep cut off Greg’s efforts at self-justification.
Naya stepped over to Sasha’s desk and picked it up.
“The Law Offices of Sasha McCandless.”
After a pause, Naya continued, “I’m sorry, Ms. McCandless is in a client meeting. May I take a message?”
Naya started to scribble a note on the pad beside the phone, then she stopped.
“Please hold, and I’ll see if she can be interrupted,” she said, pressing the hold button.
Sasha gave her a quizzical look. She couldn’t stop and take a call in the middle of this.
Naya held out the receiver toward Sasha and said, “It’s the crime beat reporter for the Post-Gazette. He got your name from Greg’s former counsel. He wants to know if you have any comment.”
“On what?” Sasha asked.
“On the fact that Clarissa Costopolous was found dead in her car in the P & T garage this morning,” Naya said, her face unreadable.
Sasha blinked and processed the news. Then she said, “Okay, have him hold.” She felt light-headed.
Sasha and Larry huddled together to craft a sound bite for the reporter. After she’d provided the quote and gotten the reporter’s contact information, Sasha turned to Greg, who had been silent since Naya had broken the news of Clarissa’s murder.
“So, I guess this is helpful news for our defense,” she said, ignoring the self-loathing that came with those words.
Greg, his head down, mumbled something at the table.
“I’m sorry,” Sasha said, “I didn’t catch that.”
He raised his head and repeated, “I said, I have to go.”
“Why?”
He cleared his throat and hesitated, then said, “Because Nick Costopolous is asleep in my guest room. I need to break the news to him that his wife is dead.”
Sasha didn’t want to—knew she shouldn’t—but heard herself ask, “Why is Nick at your house?”
Greg looked her straight in the eye and said, “Last night, Clarissa had divorce papers served on him while he was at his club. He tried to call her but she didn’t answer her phone. When he left the club to go home, his key didn’t fit in the lock. Apparently, that sneaky little bitch had gotten the locks changed.”
“So, how’d he end up at your house?” Naya asked.
“We’re friends. I mean, the girls were friends, so we sort of just ended up pals. Me, Nick, Tanner Landry.”
“Nick called you?”
Greg nodded. “Right. He was crying and slurring. He’d been drinking. I told him to call a cab and come over. He didn’t. That big idiot drove his truck, but he came over and passed out on my couch. Around two a.m., I woke him up and set him up in the guest room. When I left this morning, I could hear him snoring in there. Anyway, I have to go. He’s going to lose it when he hears about this.”
Greg pushed back his chair and stood with his feet planted hip-distance apart, as if he expected someone to try to stop him. No one did.
“Call Naya to reschedule, though, Greg. We need to get a cohesive story in place,” Sasha said as he started for the door. She added, “And please give Mr. Costopolous my condolences.”
He nodded and walked out.
As soon as the door banged shut behind him, Sasha turned to Larry and Naya.
“Clarissa’s death could give credence to Prescott & Talbott’s idiotic theory that someone is killing female partners to make the firm look bad. But if Greg and Nick are buddies, that also could lend itself to a theory that they had some kind of pact or something to kill their wives. Especially since Nick was just served with divorce papers, too,” Sasha said, working through this new development, trying to decide if it was a net positive or negative for her case.
Naya jabbed a finger in Sasha’s direction. “What makes you so sure they didn’t have a pact?”
 



CHAPTER 21
Caroline scraped her teeth across her bottom lip even though she knew she was leaving tooth marks in her lipstick. She was trying to decide how to get Mr. Prescott to stop poking around in the filing cabinets and tell her what he needed. She realized many of the attorneys whispered about her boss’s personal quirks and lack of legal acumen, but she had always enjoyed working for him. He was a boss who understood his place.
Unlike so many of the younger attorneys, he didn’t insist on doing his own word processing, entering his own time entries into the electronic system, or drafting his correspondence on his own. No, he dictated all of his documents—mainly, she thought to show off the fact that his assistant knew shorthand.
Equally important, he didn’t burden her with endless personal errands. She selected his wife’s birthday, Christmas, and anniversary gifts and had the jeweler wrap them. That was the extent of it.
Some of the other senior partners were, in her view, far out of bounds in the requests they made of their secretaries. Marco DeAngeles, for instance, not only had his secretary fire his children’s nanny, but required her to interview and select the replacement. And Lettie Conrad had recently told her that Kevin Marcus asked her to log into his personal bank account and take care of paying his mortgage and utility bills each month.
By comparison, Mr. Prescott was an excellent boss. Usually.
She had to put a stop to this business of him rifling through the floor-to-ceiling filing cabinets across from her desk. He’d been there ever since he’d returned from the grim scene in the parking garage.
Whatever he was looking for, it was clear he wasn’t going to find it. First, of course, because she did all the filing. And, second, because he had insisted she not label the drawers, explaining that labels detract from the minimalist aesthetic he strove to achieve in his surroundings. So, he was doing nothing more than opening and closing unlabeled drawers at random.
When he had first hurried into the office after seeing Clarissa’s body, she’d asked if she could help him find something. He’d said that the documents he was looking for were “sensitive” and he would handle it personally.
That had stung. Caroline prided herself on her discretion. As the personal assistant to the chair of the firm, she’d seen more sensitive documents than most of Prescott & Talbott’s attorneys combined.
She knew who earned how much, which partner had amassed—and submitted for reimbursement—an enormous hotel bill watching pornographic movies, and which staff members were on performance improvement plans. And she had never breathed so much as a word of it.
In fact, her refusal to gossip had left her a social pariah. Once the other secretaries had realized she intended to maintain Mr. Prescott’s confidences, the lunch invitations and suggestions that she join a group of girls for happy hour had evaporated.
Not that she’d minded. Caroline took her position seriously and had always believed that Mr. Prescott valued her loyalty. Yet, here he was, rooting around in her filing cabinets for some documents that were too “sensitive” for her eyes.
She told herself to give him some leeway; after all, the poor man had lost two attorneys in the space of a week. Two murders. Two creepy hand-delivered envelopes. Caroline shuddered.
He pulled open another drawer, flicked through the folders, and slammed it shut in apparent frustration.
She saved and closed the memo she’d been typing and walked around to join him in front of the cabinet.
“Mr. Prescott,” she said in an even tone to his back, “if you would just tell me, in general terms, what you are looking for, I could at least direct you to the correct set of drawers.”
He straightened and stood still for a minute, trying to decide, then turned to her and said, “Okay. That would be a help. Where are the personnel files from 1996 through 2001?”
Caroline arched a brow despite herself. Here he was digging around in the locked confidential files in search of personnel records that had been archived off-site years ago. The man had no earthly idea how she ran his office.
“I’ll have to order those files up from off-site storage,” she told him with a gentle smile. “Are you interested in all of the files or just those of certain employees?”
She watched as he calculated the mess and clutter all those boxes would create. A prudent lawyer would have said to order up all the files, but she was not surprised when his love for order won out, and he said, “Let’s begin with all associate attorneys who joined the firm in 1996 and 1997. Tell the vendor to expedite the order, please.”
“Very good.” She graced him with another smile.
He dropped the keys to the filing cabinet into her open palm and retreated to his inner office, back where he belonged.
 



CHAPTER 22
Larry had left to meet Bertie and some friends for a late lunch and their standing canasta game. Naya was on her way to The Rivers with Greg’s pictures to see if she could convince the security staff to locate tapes that showed either the photographer or the subject. The casino had discouraged Naya from coming when she’d set up the appointment, but she’d persisted. Without a subpoena and depending, as it did, on Naya’s charm and the goodwill of strangers, they both knew the trip was a long shot. But it was something tangible they could do to move forward.
Sasha sat behind her desk and worked her way through the piles of documents that seemed to multiply overnight. Every morning, she sorted and purged the mound of papers on her desk; she scanned those she wanted to keep, as part of her Sisyphean effort to run a paperless office, and tossed the hard copies along with the pure junk. Despite her paperless goal, each morning, the document mountain seemed, if anything, taller.
She was feeding correspondence into the scanner function of the printer/copier/scanner beside her desk, when she heard footsteps in the hall. She swiveled her chair around to face the door, half-expecting to see Connelly’s face in the doorway.
Instead, she saw Greg’s. Behind him, Nick Costopolous. She recognized Nick at once, despite his rumpled clothes, mussed hair, and aviator shades. Greg had obviously dragged him out of bed.
Whenever she’d seen Nick at Prescott & Talbott functions, his hair had been gelled and carefully arranged to appear casual. He wore tasteful, expensive clothes and hipster shoes. He had olive skin, jet-black hair and eyes to match, and a blindingly white smile. He was tall and fit. She had a vague memory that his job involved a lot of physical activity.
Sasha usually gave him wide berth. He was overtly flirtatious and borderline creepy, as far as she was concerned. She had never really understood what Clarissa had seen in him, beyond his looks, but one of the secretaries had once mentioned that the two had been high school sweethearts, and their families were partners in some sort of business. A restaurant, maybe.
Greg rapped his fist on the doorframe and gave her a weak smile. “Knock, knock.”
“Come on in,” she said, waving them inside.
Greg stepped through the doorway, followed by Nick, who pulled the door shut behind him and stood just inside, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.
Sasha walked around to the front of the desk to greet them. Front and center in her mind was the thought that she was alone in her office with two men whose estranged wives had been brutally murdered within the last week.
“I’m sorry about Clarissa,” she said to Nick, careful not to stand between him and Greg. She didn’t feel that she was in any immediate danger, but she saw no point in being careless.
Nick pushed the glasses up through his unruly hair and perched them atop his head.
“Thank you,” he said. He looked straight at her. Dark circles ringed his eyes, and a five o’clock shadow completed the picture.
She could smell liquor and stale cigars on his clothes. She glanced at Greg, who seemed to have pulled himself together and taken charge of the situation.
“We need to talk to you,” Greg said.
“Go ahead and sit down,” she said, gesturing to the pair of Queen Anne guest chairs in front of her desk.
Nick collapsed into the closer of the chairs and slumped forward. Greg clapped him on the shoulder as he walked past him to the farther chair.
“How about a cup of coffee?” Sasha suggested.
Greg shook his head. At the same time, Nick nodded.
“Please,” Nick said. “Cream and sugar.”
Greg shrugged. “Okay, sure. Just Sweet’N Low for me. Thanks.”
Sasha started toward the door.
“Wait. Where are you going?” Greg snapped to attention.
“I’m going to run downstairs and get us coffee. I’ll be back in three minutes, tops. Hang tight.”
She pulled the door shut and hurried down the stairs to the coffee shop.
The shop was empty. Through the pass-through, she could see Kathryn in the back, flirting with Jake.
“I’m grabbing some coffees,” Sasha yelled.
“You’re going to drive me out of business!” Jake yelled back.
Sasha scooped up a handful of stirrers, creams, and sugar packets and tossed them into her cardigan pocket, making sure she grabbed the artificial sweetener for Greg.
She poured coffee into three of the glossy black mugs from the stack near the thermos on the counter. She threaded the thumb and fingers of her left hand through two of the handles and picked up the third with her right.
As she walked gingerly toward the door, maintaining posture that would have made her late Nana Alexandrov proud, Kathryn came around the corner, still giggling over something Jake had said.
“Whoa, do you need a hand?” she asked.
“Thanks, but I think I’ve got them.”
A hand would have been nice, but Sasha thought Nick might jump out of his skin if Kathryn walked through the door. He was keeping it together by a thread.
“Okay, then. See you later.”
“See you,” Sasha called over her shoulder as she started her careful trip up the stairs, focusing on keeping the mugs level.
When she neared her closed door, she could hear Greg and Nick talking in low, serious voices. She tapped on the door with the toe of her pump. She waited a few seconds and was about to tap again, when the door swung in.
“Thanks,” she said to Greg. “Here.” She nodded toward the mug in her right hand, and he closed the door behind her and took the coffee from her. He returned to his seat.
She transferred one mug from her left hand to her right. She stopped at Nick’s chair, and he took the mug from her right hand with shaking hands. She reached into her pocket, doled out the creamers, sweeteners, and stirrers, and then took the seat behind her desk.
She sipped her coffee and watched Nick struggle to tear open a sugar packet with trembling fingers. He dumped the sugar and creamer, then stirred the coffee in a hurry.
Beside him, Greg had neatly torn open the corner of his pink Sweet’N Low packet and was shaking just a bit into his mug. Then he carefully folded over the top of the open packet and placed it on the corner of Sasha’s desk while he stirred his coffee with a slow, precise motion.
Sasha let them both take a drink before she spoke again.
“So, before you guys tell me what’s going on, we need to get some things straight.”
Greg continued to sip his coffee, unperturbed, but Nick immediately put his down on the small table between the two guest chairs, sloshing coffee over the side of the mug with his unsteady hands. Nick leaned forward.
“I don’t know what this is about, but I represent Greg in his criminal matter. Anything he tells me related to that matter is a privileged attorney-client communication.” Sasha looked directly at Greg and said, “There’s a question whether anything you say about the case in front of Nick would be deemed privileged, so we’re not going to discuss your case right now. Is that clear?”
“Yes,” Greg said immediately. “This isn’t about me.”
“That’s fine,” Sasha said, “as long as we’re clear.”
She turned to Nick. “And, Nick, I don’t represent you. So anything you tell me here, especially in front of Greg, is not going to be privileged.”
Nick nodded, his eyes confused, and then turned to Greg.
Greg paused, the mug halfway to his mouth, then placed it on the table beside Nick’s. He gave Nick a meaningful look and then said, “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the restroom.”
“Down the hall to your right. It’s the last door on the right,” Sasha directed him.
He held Nick’s gaze for a moment then walked out of the room, pulling the door shut behind him.
“I need a lawyer. I need you to be my lawyer,” Nick said; the words tumbled out fast and desperate as soon as the door closed. He lifted the coffee mug again with shaky hands.
Sasha pursed her lips, considering her response.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she said. “This is a prospective client meeting, okay? So, you go ahead and tell me your situation so I can evaluate whether I can or will represent you.”
Nick nodded, fast, and fixed his red-rimmed eyes on her.
“The police think I killed Clarissa. I didn’t, I swear.”
She knew it had been too much to hope he just wanted to know how to get back into his house.
“Why do you say that? Have you spoken to the police?”
“No. But they’ve called my cell phone, asking me to come in and identify her body and talk about the divorce. How do they even know about the divorce? I only found out last night!” His voice rose, panicked and angry.
“Nick, I need you to calm down,” she said in the tone she used when she babysat her nephews. “Start by telling me what happened last night.”
He swallowed hard and said, “Thursday nights I go to the Greek social club over on East Carson Street. Play some cards, watch whatever game is on. Drink some Ouzo, eat some mezethes. Just hang out.”
“Okay, did you see Clarissa before you left?”
“Yeah, she came home from work about an hour before I headed out. She was bitchin—er, complaining—about being tired. She went to bed, said she needed to rest. I figured she was, you know, still upset about Ellen.”
The coffee was back on the table, and Nick was drumming the rim of the mug with his fingers while he spoke. Nervous, but not obviously lying, as far as Sasha could tell.
He continued, “Before I left, I yelled up the stairs to let her know I was going. She didn’t answer, so I figured she was sleeping. I tried not to make too much noise on my way out.”
“Had you two been having problems?”
He shook his head. “No.” He sounded lost, like a small boy.
“Okay, when did you get the divorce papers?”
He thought for a moment. “The playoff game was on, but I wasn’t really paying attention. If the Pirates are out of the running, the season’s over as far as I’m concerned. I guess it must have been the bottom of the seventh, maybe. Around ten o’clock or a little after. Anyway, there was a commotion at the door. It’s a private club, but you know, there’s no security or anything. We all have keys. Usually, though, we leave the door unlocked, ‘cause guys come and go all night long.”
“What kind of commotion?”
“Some young guy pushed through the door and walked in like he owned the place. George and Demetri grabbed the guy, told him the club wasn’t open to the public, and tried to steer him back outside, down the street to a bar. He got real loud, yelling that he needed to see me, had something important to tell me about Clarissa.”
Nick stopped and looked down at his shoes.
“What?” Sasha prompted him.
“I thought maybe she’d been in an accident or something.”
He was lying. Whatever he’d thought, that wasn’t it.
“Okay, go on.”
“They brought him over to me and he shoved this envelope at me with a big shitty smirk on his face. He said I’d been served, and my marriage was over.” Nick’s face darkened at the memory.
Greg rapped on the door. He eased it open and poked his head into the room.
“Is it okay to come back?”
“Actually, would you mind waiting downstairs in the coffee shop? If you take your mug down and tell them you’re a client, they’ll give you a warm up for free,” Sasha said.
She didn’t dare suggest he wait in Naya’s office. If Naya returned and found Greg Lang in her space, she would not be shy about making her displeasure known.
“Sure, I guess,” Greg said. He trotted over to the table and grabbed his mug. Before he hurried out of the room again, he gave Nick a concerned look. Nick nodded at him, as if to say he was doing okay.
The door swung shut and Nick resumed his story. “Things got kind of crazy after that. Some of the fellas tossed the guy out onto the street, and I tried to read the complaint. But the words were swimming on the page and I—” His voice broke and his eyes filled with tears.
Despite her gut reaction to the man, Sasha felt a twinge of sympathy. Just as Will had asked her to do for Greg, she put herself in Nick’s shoes for a moment and thought about how his life had been upended. She held out the box of tissues she kept on her desk, but he wiped his eyes on his shirtsleeve and went on. “I didn’t understand what was happening. It didn’t make sense. I tried to call Clarissa, but her phone went straight to voicemail. I guess, after that, I had too much to drink.”
“Do you have the complaint?”
“Um, yeah. Here.” He half-rose from the seat and pulled an envelope, folded length-wise, from his back jeans pocket and handed it to her.
“Thanks. I’ll look at it in a bit; let’s get through the rest of your night.”
“Okay. I drank ... a lot. I kept calling Clarissa’s cell phone and the house phone, but the cell rolled to voicemail and the answering machine kept picking up at home. Finally, I just left. I don’t know exactly what time it was.”
“That’s okay, Nick.”
Sasha wanted to pull out her notepad and jot down some notes, but she restrained herself: It would be counterproductive to break Nick’s rhythm; and, if she were being honest, she didn’t want to have a record of their conversation in case she decided not to represent him. If she did decide to take him on as a client, she’d memorialize their discussion, along with her impressions, as soon as he left.
“Um, so I shouldn’t have done this, but I drove home.” He looked up at her, sheepish and contrite.
“I see.”
“Yeah, so, I got home. I was drunk and confused, maybe a little bit angry. I went to the front door and I couldn’t get my key to work.”
“So what did you do?”
“I pounded on the door. Hollered for her to let me in or at least come talk to me. Nothing. She didn’t yell back or turn on a light or anything. I was getting ready to go around and try the back and then I guess I noticed the lock. It was really shiny. I realized the key didn’t work because the lock was new. She’d changed the locks.”
Sasha didn’t react to the anger in his voice.
“Go on.”
“Well, at that point, I knew she wasn’t going to let me in. So, I called Greg. Asked if I could crash at his place.”
“Then you didn’t actually see Clarissa last night?”
“Uh, no. Not after I left for the club.”
“You don’t even know for a fact that she was home when you returned, do you?”
Nick stared at her, uncomprehending. “Where else would she have been?”
“I don’t know. But neither do you, right? You know she had the locks changed, but after that, she could have gone out, met up with someone and ... decided to spend the night elsewhere, couldn’t she?”
Nick curled both hands into tight fists. “You saying she had a boyfriend?”
“No, Nick. I’m saying maybe you have an alibi.”
“An alibi? Why the hell would I need an alibi?”
It was Sasha’s turn to stare. She searched his face for understanding, but it was empty. He really didn’t understand just how bad his situation was.
“Because it’s always the husband. When the police learn that Clarissa served divorce papers on you, and you later came home, by your own admission, blind drunk and yelling in the street within hours of her being found murdered, do you think they’re going to look any further?”
“But ... I didn’t kill her. Greg said her body was found at the office building this morning. I was at Greg’s all morning.” Nick was stammering.
He resisted following the logical train of his own sentence, so she helped him aboard. “Right. You couldn’t have killed your wife because you were having a sleepover with a man who was just charged with killing his wife. See any problems with that story?”
Nick hung his head and sobbed. He made no effort to control his anguish, as his shoulders heaved and comprehension sunk in.
Sasha handed him the tissue box from her desk and went off in search of Greg. Nick was going to need a friend with him as he moved from denial into reality. And it looked like she was going to be representing two accused murderers, just as soon as someone got around to accusing Nick.
 



CHAPTER 23
Leo stared down at the box in the palm of his hand. Now what?
He’d been on his way to Sasha’s office to see if she wanted to grab a late lunch at the crepe place around the corner. And then, of their own volition, his legs detoured and pushed through the front door of Henne Jewelers—a Pittsburgh institution, from what he’d been told.
As soon as he’d walked into the space, he’d regretted it. His throat had tightened and his face had grown hot and flushed. He’d felt like a stupid, lumbering giant. And he’d been certain everyone was staring at him.
A smiling saleswoman had glided over to him, placed a cool hand on his arm, and guided him to a seating area off to the side of the brightly lit room.
“You look a bit uncomfortable,” she’d said in a tone somewhere between a mother comforting a toddler and a psychiatrist encouraging her patient to unburden himself.
Leo had laughed in relief, and a jumble of information about Sasha, his job offer, and the move had cascaded from his mouth in a rush.
Two hours and forty minutes later, he found himself standing on the corner of Walnut Street and South Highland Avenue, balancing a small, velvet box in the palm of his hand.
What the hell had he just done?
He pried the lid open and stared down at the ring. A large, square (the saleswoman had called it emerald-cut) ruby flanked by two small diamonds stared back at him.
When she had led him to the first ring display, after talking with him about Sasha and her taste, he’d spied the ring at once. The fiery red stone had jumped out at him from among the rows of glistening diamonds and the occasional sapphire. Different. Fierce. Sasha.
He’d looked up at the saleswoman and said, “It is it an engagement ring?”
“It is if you want it to be,” she’d answered with a hint of a smile.
Leo jammed the box into his pocket and checked his watch. It was almost five, so he headed toward Sasha’s condo, still edgy and out of sorts. It wasn’t in his nature to be so impulsive.
 



CHAPTER 24
Sasha had sent Greg and Nick back to Greg’s with strict instructions: Nick was to keep his cell phone turned off and they were to stay put. The fact that Nick had dropped off the face of the earth after his wife’s dead body was found wasn’t going to win him any popular support, she knew, but right now she just needed to buy some time before she let him talk to the police.
She sat with her chair turned away from her desk, facing the window. The last bits of sun streaked the sky. She chewed on a pen and read Clarissa’s divorce complaint against Nick. Odd. Just like Ellen, Clarissa had sought a fault divorce, alleging she’d suffered indignities that rendered her condition intolerable and her life burdensome. And, again like Ellen, she hadn’t set forth any specific factual allegations to support that claim.
She flipped to the end of the complaint to check the signature block. Clarissa was represented by none other than Andy “Big Gun” Pulaski. It couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it?
Naya rapped on the door and stuck her head in.
“I’m going to take off.”
“Okay,” Sasha said absently, her mind still on the odds that Ellen and Clarissa would share the same misogynistic divorce attorney.
“Mac? You okay?”
Sasha turned her chair around and looked up to see Naya wrinkling her forehead in concern.
“Yeah, sorry. I was thinking. Have a good night.”
“Why don’t you come downstairs? We’ll go over to Mad Mex. Margaritas are on me.”
Sasha smiled. “Your winnings burning a hole in your pocket?”
Naya had returned from the casino to report that The Rivers had been a bust as far as the Lang case was concerned. The marketing team couldn’t—or wouldn’t—tell her how it had gotten Greg Lang’s name, and security had offered no comment on the use of still photography by any patrons. They’d actually laughed at her request to review the security camera data. Naya had, however, managed to win sixty dollars playing Paigow poker, so she had been in an unusually mellow frame of mind when Sasha had broken the news of their newest client.
“C’mon. You could use a drink.”
A margarita and a bowl of salty chips with Mad Mex’s house-made salsa sounded about perfect. But there was no way. Not tonight. Not with Leo leaving in the morning.
“Sorry, Naya. I wish I could. I have too much to do. Maybe tomorrow? We could do a proper happy hour.”
“Sure, okay. Especially with fly boy gone. We’re going to need to keep you busy.”
Sasha spread her hands wide and gestured at the papers covering her desk.
“I think I’m plenty busy, Naya.”
Naya laughed and pulled the door shut before heading down the stairs.
Sasha thought for a moment and then punched Andy Pulaski’s telephone number into her phone.
The Big Gun himself answered on the third ring. She’d been banking on the fact that he probably sent his receptionist home at five and then stuck around to do paperwork.
“Pulaski,” he said in an abrupt growl.
“Mr. Pulaski, my name’s Sasha McCandless. I represent Nick Costopolous,” she said.
“That was quick,” he commented.
From his tone, Sasha thought he might not have heard about Clarissa.
“You do know Clarissa’s been murdered, Mr. Pulaski?”
“What? When?” he said.
Sasha pulled the phone away from her ear while he bellowed.
“Early this morning. A shopper found her in the parking garage attached to her law firm.”
“Aww, shit. Another one.”
“I’m sorry to be the one to tell you. I’m surprised you hadn’t heard. It’s been all over the news, apparently.”
“I was in a deposition all day. Some broad’s accused my client of hiding all his money. Doesn’t want to believe she bled the poor sap dry, I guess. Who the hell has twenty-eight thousand dollars’ worth of couture shoes? Anyway, what do you want? If Clarissa’s dead, she’s dead. Just don’t answer the complaint.”
“Actually, I’m not representing Mr. Costopolous with regard to the divorce.”
“Oh. So, again, what do you want?” His voice was edgier, more demanding now.
“I’d like to come talk to you in person. Please.”
Sasha wasn’t about to get into it over the phone.
“Listen, lady, I don’t have time for this. If you aren’t Costopolous’s divorce attorney, then we don’t have anything to talk about. Give your dirtbag client my condolences.”
Pulaski slammed the phone down in her ear.
 



CHAPTER 25
Andy slammed the phone down in frustration, knocking a stack of exhibits to the floor in the process. They fell out of the redweld and scattered.
“Son of a—” He stopped and reminded himself that he needed to make his anger work for him, not against him. Manage it. Harness it.
It was not what his most recent ex-girlfriend had meant when she’d said he had anger management problems. But it was what he’d decided to do. Andy was angry most of the time. He figured he might as well channel his rage into his work.
He snatched the stupid, squishy stress ball from his desk and squeezed it. Squeezed it like it was opposing counsel’s neck and savored the image. Then he dropped it back on the desk and yelled for Rich.
“Rich! Get in here!”
He heard the kid’s heavy hiking boots shuffling along the carpet as he scurried down the hallway.
“Yeah, boss?” Rich stood in the doorway, not meeting Andy’s eye.
The kid was like an abused dog. Always skulking around, meek and apologetic. But Andy had to admit he was handy. Having a dedicated runner to drive into the city and hand deliver documents, serve defendants, and file papers in court had made Andy’s life a ton easier. Before Rich had shown up looking for a job, Andy had been forced to either stop what he was doing and burn a few hours sitting in traffic or pay the obscene fees of a messenger service. Now, he just handed the documents to Rich and sent him out the door. And, to give the kid his due, he’d even scored a few clients. Of course, they were all dying.
“I was just told that the Costopolous chick got murdered. Is that true?”
Rich stared down at his feet while he answered. “I guess.”
“You guess? What do you mean, you guess? She’s either dead or she isn’t.”
The kid’s face flushed pink, and he stammered, “She is. Dead, I mean. That’s what they said on the noon news. I saw it while I was eating lunch.”
Andy grabbed the remote control from his desk and aimed it at the television sitting on the cart against his wall. He rarely watched it; every once in a while he turned it on to try to catch one of his commercials. But it was just after six o’clock. A dead chick lawyer—the second in a week—would probably be the lead story.
An attractive black woman wearing a bright purple suit filled the screen. She stood at the entrance to a parking garage.
“... savagely beaten to death with a hammer,” she said, her eyes wide and her expression serious.
She went on, “Earlier today, Detective Burton Gilbert of the homicide squad told us the dead woman’s husband, Nick Costopolous, is a person of interest.”
The camera cut away to a shot of a guy in a gray trench coat walking into the garage. Andy could tell he was the detective by the cop walk: his head bent, his body pitched forward. The guy raised a hand in greeting to the camera but didn’t slow his pace.
A picture of a smiling Nick Costopolous came on the screen; Andy judged it to be several years old, based on the more recent still shots he’d seen of Nick sucking face with the hottie.
The reporter prattled on, “Police have been unable to locate Mr. Costopolous, a master carpenter. His employer, Woodcrafters, had no comment. Anyone having information regarding Ms. Costopolous’s death or the whereabouts of Nick Costopolous is asked to contact the Homicide Squad.”
The camera returned to the reporter, who somehow managed to smile and come across as somber at the same time.
“Charlie, Linda,” she said, addressing the off-screen anchors, “this is, of course, a tragic situation. It’s made even more so by the fact that this is the second murder to rock the venerable Prescott & Talbott law firm in just a matter of days. Over the weekend, another lawyer at the firm, Ellen Mortenson, was brutally murdered in her home. Police have charged her estranged husband, Greg Lang, with the crime.”
“Shocking,” murmured Linda as the picture switched to her and Charlie, sitting shoulder to shoulder in the studio.
Charlie nodded his agreement and shuffled his papers on the desk in front of him. Then he added, “We’ve reached out to Prescott & Talbott, but the firm did not agree to an interview. It issued a statement this afternoon saying ‘We ask for privacy for our employees during this difficult time. Please keep them in your thoughts as they mourn the loss of their colleagues and friends.’”
Andy jabbed the off button and turned to Rich.
“Some lawyer named Sasha McCandless called. Said she represents Costopolous, but not on the divorce. She must be his criminal lawyer. Track her down and give her a copy of the pictures. And take one to the homicide squad, too.”
“Why?” Rich asked in a soft voice.
“Why what?” Andy said.
He didn’t have time for Rich’s endless questions today. The kid was eager to learn—a trait Andy appreciated—but it was like employing a four-year-old child with all the incessant freaking questions. He needed to get a hold of this homicide detective and tell him the pictures were coming.
“Why are you giving them the pictures?”
Andy looked at Rich for a long moment, then he said, “I’m giving them to the police because they could be considered evidence of a motive. If I sit on them, and then the police find out about them, they’re going to want to know why I withheld them.”
“Okay. So, why are you giving them to the criminal attorney?”
“Because,” Andy explained, working hard to muster his patience, “the district attorney will probably dick her around for a while before he turns over any evidence. It doesn’t matter to me if Costopolous goes down for killing his wife or not, but I don’t like the DA’s little games. So, Ms. McCandless gets a freebie.”
Andy had dabbled in criminal law before his divorce practice had really taken off. And, the assistant district attorneys had all seemed to share a nasty habit of dragging their feet about handing over evidence, especially if it was exculpatory. Since the pictures pretty much signed Costopolous’s fate, they probably wouldn’t hold them back from his lawyer, but Andy saw no harm in giving her a preview.
“You heard the reporter. He’s a carpenter. She was killed with a hammer. Of course, he did it,” Rich said.
“Kid, in this country, you’re presumed innocent until you’re proven guilty. If he did it, then the cops will make their case. Just get copies made of the pictures and deliver them. If it makes you feel better, take a set over to the cops tonight, but you can hold on to the lawyer’s until tomorrow. She’s probably left for the day anyway.”
Rich opened his mouth like he wanted to argue about it. Andy glared at him, and he snapped his mouth shut fast and nodded.
“Got it,” he said on his way out.
 



CHAPTER 26
When Mr. Prescott returned from his lunch appointment at the Rivers Club, Caroline tilted her head toward a tower of bankers’ boxes stacked neatly in the corner.
“The files you requested are here.”
He blinked. “Already?”
Caroline thought he sometimes failed to realize his power. When she’d invoked his name with the off-site archivist, the man had practically hung up on her in his hurry to pull Mr. Prescott’s files.
She nodded and said, “Shall I bring them into your office?”
He wrinkled his nose, and she knew he was picturing all that paper cluttering up his pristine private space.
“No. I’ll work through them one by one. Please hold my calls,” he said, as he hefted the top box from the pile and disappeared into his office.
Caroline fielded his phone calls all afternoon. He emerged periodically only to return a box to the pile and take the next one.
She couldn’t recall the last time he’d worked so long without interruption. Most days, she would receive multiple calls from people who urgently needed Mr. Prescott to authorize a decision or resolve some dispute, but the afternoon was oddly quiet—particularly given the news about Clarissa.
There had been a handful of calls from people outside the firm, but Mr. Prescott’s internal line was silent. Caroline wondered who was dealing with the attorneys and their inevitable questions. She presumed Mr. Porter, since Clarissa had been in his practice group.
Right at five o’clock, Mr. Prescott dropped a pile of redwelds on her desk, and she jumped. She hadn’t heard his office door open.
She blinked and looked down at the stack.
“Filing?”
“No,” he said. “Shredding.”
“Very good,” Caroline said, reaching for the intraoffice mail pouch under her desk. She would put the documents to be shredded in her outgoing bin for delivery to the document center, where the contract employees who made the firm’s copies, delivered the faxes, and ran the industrial shredders would handle the actual shredding.
Mr. Prescott put a hand on her shoulder to stop her. “Actually, Mrs. Masters, I’d like you to shred these documents personally. Don’t send them to the document center.”
She looked up. He had never, not once in twenty-odd years, asked her to shred anything herself. Not his income tax returns, not the drafts of the settlement agreement the firm had entered into with Noah Peterson’s widow, not anything.
He met her eyes. “These documents are highly confidential. Please handle the shredding yourself.”
“Of course,” she said automatically.
“Please don’t mention this to anyone.”
“Of course not.”
“Thank you. Why don’t you take care of that and then call it a day? Today has been so ... trying. I’m going to be leaving shortly myself,” he said and returned to his office.
She watched him go and tried to recall the last time either of them had left the office before six-thirty. He’d long ago decided that six-thirty was the appropriate time for the chair of the firm and his personal secretary to end their day. It was late enough to show that he was a serious business person, but early enough to allow him to sit down to dinner at a civilized hour. The schedule meshed nicely with her husband’s work hours, so it had suited Caroline just fine. Leaving at five? It seemed decadent.
She looked down at the redwelds, all filled with documents that Mr. Prescott had instructed her to destroy.
She tapped her fingernails on the tower of folders, then she lay her palm flat on the top folder, hesitating.
Finally, she reached inside and pulled out the first item: a familiar white Tyvek mailing envelope with a border of green triangles. She slid her hand into the envelope and took out the photograph she knew she would find: Ellen, Clarissa, and Martine. Two red Xs over the dead women’s faces. And the threat—or was it a warning?—across the bottom. She shoved it back into the envelope. Beneath the envelope was a second, identical envelope, which presumably contained the first picture.
Her pulse jumped. Weren’t these photographs possible evidence of a crime? It didn’t seem right to shred them. The police would want to see them.
Caroline cut her eyes toward Mr. Prescott’s closed door and then flipped through the rest of the papers in the top redweld: a folder containing Ellen’s performance evaluations dating back to her first year with the firm; similar folders for Clarissa and Martine; and, lastly, all three women’s partnership candidacy packets. All of the remaining redwelds contained the case files from a 1996 pro bono representation. Caroline paged through them and saw pleadings, internal memoranda, and client correspondence.
She restacked the files and thought, twisting a pearl earring between her finger and her thumb. Mr. Prescott was the chair of the firm. It was his prerogative to shred firm materials. But those photographs were a different story. She shook her head. And, truth be told, destroying the dead women’s personnel files before their bodies were even in the ground seemed disrespectful and callous. She didn’t feel good about this. Not at all.
Before she had a chance to second-guess herself, she slid open her bottom desk drawer and removed an oversized green, pebbled leather tote bag. She swept the documents inside, tossed her wallet on top of them, and buzzed Mr. Prescott.
“Yes?”
“Are you sure it’s okay for me to leave for the day? And do you need anything before I go?”
“Yes, go ahead. And I don’t need anything. Thank you. Good night, Mrs. Masters.”
“Good night,” she said in reply.
“You’ll take care of those files before you go?”
“I’ll take care of them.”
“Thank you.” He hung up.
Caroline zippered the tote bag closed, switched off her desk lamp, and shut down her computer. She grabbed the bag and hurried out of the office.
 



CHAPTER 27
Cinco shook his rocks glass, tinkling the ice against the sides of the glass.
“Stop that,” Marco said.
Cinco looked at him and jiggled the glass again. He didn’t work for DeAngeles.
“Please,” Marco added. “I meant, please stop that.”
Cinco put down the glass and looked around the table. The most powerful members of the firm were gathered around an elegant table in a private room in the most powerful club in town. Behind the Duquesne Club’s staid facade, titans of industry had been gathering to conduct their business in private since 1873. The Club’s founders, clients of the firm, had invited Cinco’s great-great grandfather to join, and the Prescotts had belonged ever since. With the exception of Fred, who was frugal in the extreme, the others at the table were all members of the Club as well.
The Club was known for its delicious cuisine, its state-of-the-art fitness center, and, most of all, its discretion. And, tonight, the five members of Prescott & Talbott’s Management Committee were interested principally in the discretion. And the alcohol.
They’d sent their menus away with the tuxedoed waiter and instructed him to keep the drinks fresh, but the interruptions minimal. It would be a delicate balance, given the speed with which their beverages were disappearing, but the Club’s wait staff was up to the task.
John took a long swallow of his vodka gimlet, then said, “So? We’re here, Cinco. Do you want to fill us in on all the cloak and dagger?”
Cinco took a moment to gather his thoughts and run through the talking points he’d crafted on his walk to the club.
“Of course. And, John, as an initial matter, I take issue with the characterization of this meeting as ‘cloak and dagger.’ I think we all recognize the delicacy of the current situation.”
Cinco caught Fred rolling his eyes but elected to ignore it. He went on, “That said, we have a serious problem.”
John snorted. “Do you think, Cinco? Two dead attorneys in the space of a week? Killed by a maniac who’s blackmailing the firm? Is that a serious problem?”
Kevin, who was seated next to John, put a hand on his arm.
“Calm down. We know you’re upset about Clarissa, but getting hysterical isn’t going to accomplish anything.”
Kevin’s tone was neutral, devoid of emotion or any hint of his personal views. It was his specialty; he was the dispassionate business litigator.
John swallowed hard. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
Cinco said, “Let me address John’s statement. For one thing, I don’t think it’s accurate to say we’re being blackmailed. The messages written on those pictures could be construed as threats, but there has been no other communication. No suggestion that if we do X or pay Y, he will stop. For another thing, whoever the killer is, it’s not Malcolm Vickers.”
That caught their attention. Even Fred sat up a little straighter.
“What do you mean, it’s not Vickers? Who else could it be?” Marco demanded.
Cinco spread his hands apart and said, “I don’t know who it is, but Vickers died in 2008. It’s not him.”
“Are you sure?” Kevin pressed him.
“Positive. I asked Samantha to run some discreet inquiries. I thought if we could locate Vickers, we could find out what was driving him and work something out,” Cinco said.
“Who the devil is Samantha?” Fred asked.
“Sam Davis, Fred. She’s the firm’s security officer,” Kevin explained.
“Since when?” Fred asked.
Cinco ignored him. “In any event, Malcolm Vickers was active in the fatherhood rights movement during the late ‘90s and early 2000s and died in a hospice of lung and bone cancer in June of 2008.”
Silence fell over the table.
“So, gentlemen, anyone have any thoughts?”
“If it’s not Vickers,” Marco said, slowly, thinking it through, “who could it possibly be?”
“I don’t know,” Cinco admitted. “I pulled the case file and read through it. No other names jumped out at me.”
Kevin frowned. “There will be a record of your assistant calling up the file from the archives. You realize that, don’t you?”
“Of course, I do,” Cinco lied.
He decided not to mention that he instructed Caroline to destroy it, among other things.
Fred raised his glass of bourbon. “Let’s toast Clarissa and Ellen, shall we? Two fine lawyers, taken from us too young.”
He drained his glass as the others lifted theirs.
John followed suit, then added, “She was pregnant, you know.”
“Who?” Marco asked, tossing back his martini.
“Clarissa. The medical examiner told her mother.”
Another blanket of silence covered the room.
Cinco thought of Clarissa’s last moments; he wondered if she knew there was a life inside her and realized she was unable to protect it. He shivered.
Then Fred asked, “They’re looking at her husband, too?”
“Yes,” Kevin said. “He’s a carpenter. She was killed with a hammer. Not too many dots to connect there.”
“What’s this going to mean for the Lang case?” Marco asked. “Shouldn’t the fact that there have been two killings so close together work in both Lang’s and Costopolous’s favor? It seems to indicate one killer, doesn’t it?”
Cinco watched them preen and posture, feeling removed and detached, as if the scene were playing out in a movie. No one in the room had one whit of criminal law experience. But they weren’t about to let such a minor detail as that interfere with their speculating and expounding.
John shook his head. “No. The methods of killing were very different—Ellen’s throat was slashed, and Clarissa was bludgeoned to death with a hammer. The acts themselves have nothing in common.”
Kevin chimed in. “Not exactly. While the modus operandi differed, both killings were personal, even intimate. That doesn’t point to one killer, necessarily, so much as it points to each of them being killed by someone she knew intimately, such as a husband.”
Fred leaned forward. “Who gives a good goddamn? We all know these women weren’t killed by their husbands. Now, we thought they were killed by Vickers, but Cinco here tells us that’s not so, not unless he’s some sort of zombie. So, we face the following issues: Who killed them? What does the killer want from us? Do we warn Martine? And, how much, if anything, do we need to tell Sasha? We can’t let another woman go to the slaughter, gentlemen. And we can’t let Nick and Greg go to prison.”
He sat back, looking satisfied with himself, folded his hands over his belly, and waited for them to agree with him.
There was a soft knock on the door, and then it swung inward. The waiter entered, carrying a buffed and polished silver tray, heavy with a third round of fresh drinks. The talk turned to golf handicaps and college football while he quickly switched out their empty glasses for full ones.
“Thank you, Jason,” Cinco said to his back as he departed.
“You’re quite welcome, sir,” he answered with a small head bob.
After the door closed, John looked at Cinco and said, “His name is Carson, not Jason, you self-involved ass.”
Marco and Fred roared with laughter.
Kevin frowned. “Gentlemen, we need to stay united and focused on the problem at hand. Sniping at Cinco over a mistake isn’t going to accomplish anything.”
Cinco stared at the closed door for another moment, then said, “It’s Carson? Really? I’ve been calling him Jason for at least a decade.”
John shook his head. “Forget it. Kevin’s right. It doesn’t matter. Fred raised the issues, so let’s figure out what to do.”
Marco took charge. “Let’s start with Martine. If those pictures aren’t a demand, they’re certainly a threat or, at the very least, a warning. Does the firm have a duty to advise a former partner that her life may be in danger?”
“Yes,” John said.
At the same time, Kevin said, “No.”
Cinco sipped his scotch and waited for someone else to jump in.
“Why do you say no, Kevin?” Marco asked.
“Mainly, because right now we don’t have anything to tell her. What’re we going to say? ‘Perhaps you’ve noticed your former colleagues are dropping like flies? We don’t think their husbands are offing them. We thought it might be that guy, Vickers, who you three screwed over back when you were just pups, but it turns out he’s dead himself. So, you might wanna check your doors at night and make sure they’re locked.’ What good is warning her when we don’t know who the killer is?”
Marco nodded. “Good point.”
John stiffened.
Fred piped up again. “On the other hand, what harm would it do to tell her about the pictures and allow her to decide for herself what steps, if any, she thinks it prudent to take for her own protection?”
“I agree,” John said, immediately.
Cinco rubbed his eyes. It figured. He was going to have to break the tie. The others watched him and waited to hear what he would say.
So much responsibility. Always. He gulped his drink and thought.
Finally, he said, “We do nothing. Our duty is to the firm and its current members. Martine is a bright woman. Surely, she’ll realize it’s a bit odd that her two closest friends at the firm were murdered within days of each other. With regard to Sasha, she’s purportedly competent, and, I’ll remind you, she told us in no uncertain terms not to micromanage her case.”
He was pleased to hear the firmness in his own voice. He didn’t want to engage in endless debate that would require him to reveal that he’d destroyed the photographs. As much as he knew they would all secretly agree that had been the best course of action, he also knew they would feel compelled to posture and wring their hands over whether it had been the right thing to do.
He drained his glass and set it on the table with a thud. No one spoke for a moment, and then Fred cleared his throat.
“Now, let me see if I have this straight,” Fred began, and Cinco recognized his I’m just a regular guy trying to make sense of all this mumbo jumbo routine. Fred spread his hands wide and continued, “We’re not gonna tell Martine someone wants to kill her. We’re not gonna tell Sasha that someone has been in touch with us, and, given that he seems to have killed both Clarissa and Ellen, it sure as shootin’ isn’t her client. In short, we’re gonna close our eyes and hope this just goes away?”
Marco leaned forward and looked hard at Fred. “Not at all. I think what Cinco’s saying—and he can correct me, if I’m wrong—is that it would be irresponsible for us to share the limited information we do have with Martine or, for that matter, Sasha. The only purpose that would serve would be to frighten Martine and, unless we’re willing to share those photographs, frustrate Sasha.”
“Correct,” Cinco said. Before Fred could open his mouth again, he went on. “Of course, the firm will continue to investigate. If we can determine with some degree of certainty who’s behind this, then, yes, we’ll speak to Martine and Sasha.”
“And the authorities, I should hope,” John chimed in.
Kevin held up a hand. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We do have a duty to the firm not to embroil it in a murder investigation.”
“That’s quite right,” Marco said. “If you recall, that’s why we reached out to Sasha in the first place. We can’t directly do anything; we need an outsider we can have do things for us.” He paused and glared around the table. “Of course, as it turns out, you were all wrong about our ability to turn her head with a few hundred thousand dollars, so we have no way to control her anyway. But for better or for worse, we do nothing.”
“Unless doing nothing rises to the level of interfering with justice,” John interjected.
Fred and John shared a look.
Cinco could tell they were about to start up again with their argument about concealing evidence of a crime. A nice buzz from the scotch was starting to kick in. Cinco wanted to savor that warm feeling—ideally, in the arms of his wife; he did not want to engage in another round of strategizing with the brain trust.
“I think we’ve reached an agreement for now. I’ll have Sam Davis dig a little deeper into Vickers’s past and we can reconvene if and when something else changes.”
He pushed back his chair and stood up quickly before anyone could object; he wobbled a little but righted himself. The others downed their drinks and followed suit.
 



CHAPTER 28
Rich sat in his car and stared up at the massive stone building. It stared back at him with its thick glass eyes, two blocks of light peering out from the dark facade. He’d never been to the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police Headquarters before. It looked like a Transformer, with the two slanted pieces jutting up from the roof. It looked like a place you wouldn’t want to walk into under any circumstances. Especially not these circumstances.
He swallowed. There was no way around it. Andy had called the detective and told him Rich was coming. They were expecting him.
In books and movies, killers got a twisted, delicious thrill out of interacting with the authorities who were investigating their crimes. Not him. Bile burned his throat, and his hands shook. He exhaled, slow and long. Then he picked up the manila envelope addressed to Detective Gilbert from the seat beside him and pushed open the driver’s door.
As he closed it, his eyes fell on the other envelope, the one addressed to that lawyer lady, and his stomach tightened.
He’d checked her out on Google to get her office address and had skimmed the page of hits. She was a former Prescott & Talbott attorney. As if that weren’t bad enough, according to some profile piece in the newspaper, she had singlehandedly prevented a plane crash and solved the murder of a judge—all within the past year. She was the last person he wanted to see with a copy of the pictures. He imagined someone like her could screw up his plans for Martine if she stuck her nose into things. He didn’t want that to happen, especially not after the Clarissa disaster.
He shook his head. That wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t known she was pregnant. It had all worked out, though. Just not according to his plan. The final act, Martine, had to proceed flawlessly, though.
He leaned in, grabbed the second envelope, and then pulled the door shut.
As Rich walked through the parking lot and neared the building, his entire body flushed; he was hot, dizzy, and lightheaded. He mumbled his name and Gilbert’s to the uniformed woman at the front desk, struggling to stay on his feet and appear normal. His heart thudded in his chest as she called ahead to Gilbert to announce him.
She returned the phone to its base and pointed Rich to an elevator bank, rattling off directions in a rapid monotone. He couldn’t make out what she said; his ears felt like they were full of water and his pounding pulse drowned out her words.
He squinted at the bright overhead lights and tried to remember which floor she’d told him to go to. He couldn’t think through the ringing in his ears. He leaned against the wall and slowed his breathing. He could feel the woman at the desk watching him.
The elevator bell dinged and the doors opened. A distinguished-looking black man stepped off the car and nodded toward him. Rich recognized him from the news footage.
“You from Andy Pulaski’s office?” Detective Gilbert asked. His voice rumbled in his chest, serious and intense.
“Yes,” Rich managed to squeak.
The detective walked over. He had a long, fast stride.
Before Rich had worked out what to say next, the detective was standing beside him.
“We appreciate Mr. Pulaski’s assistance,” Gilbert said, staring at Rich’s forehead.
Rich felt the droplets of sweat gathering in his hairline.
“Warm in here, huh?” he said. He gave the detective a weak smile.
Gilbert raised a silver eyebrow. “I hadn’t noticed. Are those the pictures?” He jerked his head toward the envelopes.
Rich looked down at his hands and immediately regretted it, as the sweat started to trickle down toward his nose. He wondered if the detective could hear the roar of his heartbeat.
“Uh, yeah. Here.”
Rich thrust both envelopes into the other man’s large hands.
“Thanks.”
Gilbert flipped to the second envelope. “Hang on, I don’t think this one is mine. Says ‘Sasha McCandless’ on it.”
“Oh, oops,” Rich said, “that’s a copy for Mr. Costopolous’s attorney. Boy, would Andy be mad if I’d left that with you.” He held out his hand and considered adding a nervous laugh. Given how jangly his nerves were, he knew it would sound genuine, but he didn’t want to overdo it. Better to let the detective come to the idea on his own.
“His attorney?” The eyebrow arched up again. “Mr. Costopolous has retained counsel?”
Rich winced. “Oh boy, now I’ve done it. I don’t know the details, Detective. Ms. McCandless called Andy this evening and said she represented Mr. Costopolous.” He shrugged.
Gilbert looked down at the envelope and then at Rich’s outstretched hand. He was quiet for a moment, then he said, “Tell you what, son. I’ll see that Ms. McCandless gets this envelope.”
Rich bit the inside of his cheek to stop the smile he felt starting. “Well, if you’re sure ...”
“I’m positive. Thanks again for your assistance.” Burton tucked both envelopes under his left armpit and stuck out his right hand.
Rich wiped his own clammy hand on his pants before taking the detective’s outstretched paw. He turned to leave, forcing himself not to run toward the door on his shaky legs.
 



CHAPTER 29
Sasha and Connelly stood shoulder to shoulder in her kitchen. Even though it had been almost eight o’clock by the time she’d gotten home, Leo had insisted on teaching her how to make her favorite dish.
All the ingredients for his slow-cooked short ribs had been lined up on the island when she’d walked through the door. She hadn’t had the heart to tell him that once he left for the weekend, she’d go back to her standard dinner of a Greek yogurt, with a square of dark chocolate and a beer for dessert. Instead, she’d dropped her briefcase by the stairs and tied on her striped apron.
“You want to cut the vegetables uniformly, so they’ll cook evenly,” he explained, trying to guide her hand.
She jerked the chef’s knife away. “I can cut a carrot, Connelly.”
He looked at her pile of unevenly sized carrot chunks but said nothing. He went back to trimming the short ribs.
Sasha sighed and put down the knife. “I’m sorry. I just ... I’m stressed out about these murder cases. And even though I didn’t know Ellen or Clarissa that well, I worked with them, you know? It’s just all I can think about. But I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”
Leo put down his knife, too, and searched her face. “Maybe you’re also stressed out because your boyfriend is probably going to take a job out of state and has invited you to move there with him, but you haven’t answered? Do you think that might be part of it, too, Sasha?”
She stared down at her pathetic carrots.
“Maybe.”
He tilted her chin up. “Come with me.”
“Connelly—” she started, but he stopped her.
“Wait. Let me do this right.”
He reached into his pocket. At the same time, her cell phone rang.
She grabbed it from the island and checked the display. She didn’t recognize the number.
“Don’t take it,” Connelly said.
Sasha had already reflexively picked up the call.
As she said her name, she glanced over and saw a small black box in Connelly’s palm. Her mind began to spin.
“Ms. McCandless,” said the voice on the other end, “this is Detective Burton Gilbert with the Pittsburgh Police Homicide Squad.”
Sasha processed that fact while trying to determine if the box in Connelly’s hand was what she thought it was.
The detective continued, “I apologize for calling so late, but it’s come to my attention that you represent Nicholas Costopolous.”
He paused. Sasha knew he was waiting for her to confirm that information. Was that a ring box in Connelly’s hand?
“Ms. McCandless?”
“Sorry. Yes, I represent Mr. Costopolous.”
The detective’s voice grew serious. “Does he know the police have been trying to contact him?”
“I can’t discuss anything he and I have talked about, Detective, as I’m sure you’re well aware.”
Connelly placed the box on the counter and pantomimed hanging up. Sasha turned away from him and listened to Gilbert’s measured words.
“As I understand it, Counselor, you’re not an experienced criminal defense attorney, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt here. Your client was a person of interest, but now, thanks at least in part to his own behavior, he’s the prime suspect in the murder of his wife. The district attorney tells me we have sufficient evidence to arrest him. So, it’s your choice: he can turn himself in at headquarters within the next hour or we’ll get a warrant and issue an all-points bulletin on him. If you choose option B, I’ll also be seeking a warrant to charge you as an accomplice after the fact,” the detective said in a deep, serious voice.
Her stomach dropped, but she told herself he was bluffing. She hoped. She cleared her mind and tried to think like Larry, like a criminal defense attorney: pragmatic, realistic. It was hard to think at all with that little velvet box staring at her and Connelly playing charades.
“Give us ninety minutes. And I’m coming in with him,” she said.
She hung up before he could respond.
Connelly stared at her, then he said, “Tell me you’re not going out.”
She untied the apron and folded it into a neat square.
“I’m sorry, Connelly. Nick Costopolous has to turn himself in. I’m his lawyer.”
“Can’t it wait until morning?”
“No, it really can’t.” She decided not to mention the detective’s threat to charge her if she didn’t produce Nick. It would only serve to get Connelly in a lather.
She headed up the stairs to the bathroom to wash her face and put on some fresh lipstick. Connelly followed.
He stood in the doorway to the bathroom and watched her. After she’d made the necessary repairs and checked her reflection, he opened the ring box.
“This isn’t how I wanted to do this, Sasha. But I guess I don’t have a choice. You know I love you. I want you to come to D.C. with me.”
He took out a ring and pinched it between two fingers. The center stone shone brilliant red.
“Is that an engagement ring?” she asked.
“It is if you want it to be.”
Sasha waited a beat before she answered.
“Connelly, I can’t think about this now. I have a client accused of murdering his wife. Please tell me you understand.” She searched his eyes.
Connelly nodded. “Sure. No problem.” His face was blank.
“Connelly, please.” She reached out and took the ring, turning it between her fingers. “It’s stunning.”
“Try it on,” he urged.
“Let’s wait until we can talk, okay? We need to figure out what we’re doing first, don’t you think?” She handed the ring back to him, and he returned it to the box.
He nodded again. “You’re right.” He snapped the box shut.
“You know I love you, too, right?” she said.
“I know.”
She stretched on to her tiptoes and kissed him. He accepted the kiss, but Sasha could tell by the rigid way he stood that she’d hurt him. She felt a pang of guilt, but she couldn’t ignore her obligation to Nick.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she promised.
They walked hand-in-hand down the stairs to the foyer. At the bottom of the stairs, he peeled off and headed for the kitchen.
“What are you doing?” she asked, as she wound a fringed scarf around her neck.
Connelly looked up from the cutting board. “I’m going to finish making these short ribs. All you’ll have to do this weekend is reheat them. That way I won’t have to worry that you’re eating peanut butter straight from the jar.”
“Once. I did that one time.”
She’d returned from a double sparring session and a six-mile run and had felt woozy and faint. A quick hit of protein had perked her up, but, of course, she’d timed it to coincide with Connelly’s unannounced arrival.
Even on her way out the door to tell Nick that he was likely going to spend the night in jail, and even with the ring and Connelly’s new job buzzing around in her brain, she laughed at the memory of the look of pure horror on Connelly’s face when he’d caught her with a jar of peanut butter in one hand and a spoon in her mouth.
 



CHAPTER 30
As she rushed to her car, Sasha tried Greg’s cell phone first. Five rings. No answer. Then, she tried Nick’s, even though she’d insisted that he keep it turned off. She was relieved when her call went straight to voicemail. She left no message.
On the short drive to Greg’s house, she tried to reach Larry but wasn’t surprised when no one answered there, either. Larry and Bertie were up before the sun rose, but they retired not long after it set. It was well past their bedtime.
She pulled up in front of the house and was pleased to see lights on in the living room but no sign of Nick’s truck. He must’ve had the sense to put it in the garage. She parked in the dead center of the driveway, effectively blocking the road, just in case her client got any ideas about fleeing.
Sasha killed the engine and scrolled through her phone’s address book. She cleared her mind of everything not related to Nick Costopolous. She’d deal with her exploding personal life later. Right now, she needed to talk to someone who could explain the process of surrendering to the police. And fast.
Will picked up on the first ring.
“Hello, Sasha.”
“Hi, Will. I’m sorry to bother you so late,” she said, even though she wasn’t sorry at all and they both knew it. Taking a business call at home late at night might not be fun, but it was part of being an attorney.
“It’s no bother at all,” Will lied. “What can I do for you?”
Sasha skipped the niceties. “I’m representing Nick Costopolous.”
“Clarissa’s husband?”
“Right.”
“For what?” Will asked.
“He’s about to be charged with her murder, Will.” Sasha tried hard to keep her impatience out of her voice.
“I see.”
“Will the firm post his bond?”
“Oh. I don’t know ... I mean, I presume so. I’ll have to check with Cinco, though.”
Sasha exhaled loud enough for him to hear. “Is Cinco the head of the criminal defense practice or are you?”
“Now, you know that’s not how it works.”
She did know. And she felt momentarily chastised for trying to goad him.
“Can you find out, please? I have—” she paused to check the time, “—about an hour to show up at police headquarters with Nick. It’d be nice to know before we walk in.”
“He’s turning himself in?” Will’s view of the wisdom of this decision was evident.
“He doesn’t really have a choice. He pulled a disappearing act. They’ve been looking for him all day and someone told them I was his attorney.”
“It wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re insinuating, as I had no earthly idea that you were representing him. And, as a friend, Sasha, I’m not sure it’s a good idea. I don’t mean to denigrate your ability in any way, but you’ve never handled a criminal matter before, and now you’ve taken on two high-profile murder defenses?”
“I not only appreciate your concern, Will, I share it; that’s why I’ve asked Larry Steinfeld to assist me.”
The relief in Will’s voice was palpable. “That’s an excellent idea. Larry’s a seasoned veteran and a very sharp man. Please give him my regards.”
“I will. Will you call me on this number after you talk to Cinco?”
“Of course.”
“Please point out to him that this second gruesome murder actually supports his theory that someone is out to get Prescott.”
The brief silence that followed made clear that Will understood Cinco’s strengths as a manager were balanced by some fairly significant shortcomings as a legal strategist. After a moment, he said, “Certainly.”
“Thanks.”
She depressed the button to end the call and stepped out of the car. The night air was cool, and gauzy clouds hung across the moon. She tossed the phone in her bag and hurried up the walkway to the porch.
She pressed the doorbell and heard the long chimes echo through the house. She waited but didn’t hear footsteps approaching the door. She jabbed the bell again. Waited again. Still nothing.
She rapped hard on the door. Another moment passed.
She had her fist raised to pound again, when she heard shuffling and murmuring on the other side.
Greg’s pale face filled the glass in the top of the door. Sasha waved and smiled up at him. He didn’t smile back, but the deadbolt slid out of place, and the door swung inward.
He stopped the door mid-swing. He didn’t invite her in, but stood in the doorway with his left arm braced against the doorframe, and a foot jammed against the door. In his right hand, he held one of his dirty tumblers, mostly full of what looked to be scotch. Over his shoulder, Sasha could see Nick leaning against the wall, his fingers wrapped loosely around the stem of a martini glass; he swayed, and the liquid inside sloshed from side to side as if he were on a boat.
“Sasha,” Greg said, over-enunciating in his effort not to slur. “What are you doing here?”
Great. They were drunk.
Her first instinct was to push her way in and chew them out for getting plastered. But that course of action, as satisfying as it would be, was unlikely to result in her showing up at the police station in less than an hour with a reasonably cooperative Nick in tow. Instead, she pasted a concerned look on her face.
“I just wanted to check on you guys,” she said, ducking under Greg’s arm and slipping into the house before he could object.
He pushed the door closed behind her and rested his forehead against the heavy wood. Sasha walked over to Nick and swept the martini glass out of his hand.
“Hey!” he protested, swinging his arms after her.
She continued straight to the back of the house and surveyed the open kitchen. She poured the drink down the drain and set the glass in the sink.
Greg and Nick trailed in, grumbling in loud boozy whispers. She ignored them and turned her attention to a single-serve Keurig coffee maker beside the sink. She selected two packets of the strongest option from the cloth-lined basket of various coffees that sat on the counter and popped one into the machine. As the liquid started to stream into a pastel blue mug, she dug through the silverware drawer and found a spoon.
Uncomfortable in her own kitchen, Sasha was surprised to find herself bustling around an unfamiliar space, but she knew her best chance at ensuring compliance from her drunk clients was to keep moving. They would be slow to process what was happening. With any luck, she’d have Nick halfway out the door before he could object.
Sasha pointed to the square oak table. “Have a seat,” she directed.
Nick hurried over, tripped, and landed sprawled in a chair.
Greg narrowed his eyes and stayed where he was.
She put the first mug of coffee, along with the cream and sugar, on the table in front of Nick, who dutifully started to fix his coffee. She got the second mug started on the coffee machine and then walked over and stood close to Greg.
“Nick’s going to need your support in a few minutes. And I’m going to need your assistance. It’d be nice if you were in a position to be helpful,” she said in a low voice, looking up at him and holding out the mug of coffee.
Greg sighed but traded her his tumbler for the coffee.
“Thank you.”
He nodded. “You’re welcome.”
He joined Nick at the table, and his drink joined Nick’s down the drain. Sasha rinsed both glasses and then made a final mug of coffee for herself. The only sound was the hissing coffee machine.
She joined the men at the table, carrying a cheerful red mug. Not until she’d taken a seat did she notice the words I Got Lei-ed in Hawaii! printed across the front. Judging by Greg’s snicker, it was printed on the other side as well.
“Nick, the police want you to come in and talk to them,” she said.
Anger sparked in his eyes, but he said, “Fine. I told you before, I don’t have anything to hide. Let’s go. The sooner they rule me out, the sooner they can catch the bastard who killed Clarissa.”
She put a hand on his arm to keep him in his chair and said, “They think you’re the bastard, Nick.”
He crumpled into himself. “They think I killed her?”
“Of course, they think you killed her. You’re the husband—the estranged husband, no less,” Greg said.
Sasha shot him a look that said you’re providing the support, remember?
Greg dropped his eyes to the table, and when he spoke again the tightness and bitterness in his voice were gone. “Just tell them the truth, Nick. It’s all you can do.”
Nick nodded slowly and looked at Sasha with large, sad eyes. Like a puppy.
“They just want to talk to me?” he asked, his voice betraying that he had not a shred of hope that was true.
“They’re probably going to arrest you and process you. I’ve reached out to Prescott to see if they want to post your bond, provided we can get a bond.”
Nick’s face turned gray.
“Before we go anywhere, though, you’re going to have a cup of coffee and a hot shower,” Sasha told him.
“Why?”
“Because you look and smell like you’ve been on a bender,” she explained.
Nick shrugged, a concession that it was true, and picked up the coffee.
Sasha turned back to Greg. “Have you two eaten anything?”
Greg squinted and bit his lip while he thought about it. “Not since lunch,” he said finally.
Just as she resigned herself to making them sandwiches or something, Greg pushed back his chair. “I’ll make some pasta. It’ll be done by the time Nick’s out of the shower.”
“Are you sure you’re up to it?” Sasha asked. She didn’t want to add dealing with a house fire to her evening’s activities.
Greg didn’t answer but walked with exaggerated care to the cabinet and pulled out a shiny, new-looking pot then filled it with water and set it on the cooktop. Sasha watched for a minute to satisfy herself he could stay on his feet, and then she turned her attention back to Nick.
“Go take a shower and shave. See if Greg has any clothes that will fit you. Nothing flashy. Just clean and unwrinkled.”
“Okay,” Nick said, gulping his coffee.
“While you’re in the shower, I want you to think hard about your life with Clarissa. Is there anything you need to tell me? Anything at all that the police could view as giving you a reason to kill Clarissa?”
Nick nodded. “I will,” he promised.
“Also, think about anyone who Clarissa might have talked to about her plans to divorce you. Family, maybe? Or close friends?”
Nick shook his head. “Not her family. I would have heard about it. Our parents are old friends, from back in Greece. There’s no way she could have told her sisters or her mother that she was leaving me without my mom hearing about it. No way.”
He sounded sure, so Sasha accepted it. “Okay, then, friends?”
Greg was cutting up a sausage at the kitchen counter. Over his shoulder, he said, “Martine, Nick. If she told anyone, it was Ellen and Martine.”
“Martine Landry?” Sasha asked.
“Yes,” Nick confirmed, “Clarissa, Ellen, and Martine were really tight. They started at Prescott together.”
“The Terrific Trio, right?” Sasha said.
“Exactly,” Greg confirmed, as he passed by the table on his way to refrigerator. He selected a hunk of cheese and headed back to check on his pasta water.
“That’ll boil faster if you salt it,” Sasha offered, happy to share one of the few cooking tips she’d retained from Connelly’s lessons.
Greg didn’t acknowledge the comment, but he tossed a pinch of salt into the pot.
Sasha returned to the subject of Clarissa’s friends.
“Do you think she told Ellen or Martine?” she asked Nick.
He gave her a helpless look and spread his hands wide, “I honestly don’t know. She saw Ellen every day, practically. And it wouldn’t surprise me if she had confided in her. I mean, I know they talked about Ellen and Greg’s ...” he trailed off and nodded toward Greg’s back, then looked back at Sasha. “But the thing is, she really wasn’t unhappy. This divorce stuff came out of nowhere. We weren’t fighting. Everything was fine.”
Obviously not, Sasha thought.
What she said was, “Nick, there had to be something. Clarissa didn’t file for divorce because she was perfectly content in your marriage. That didn’t happen. When you’re getting cleaned up, I need you to really think about what could have precipitated that.”
Nick started to object, but she fixed him with the look she reserved for small children and idiots. She assumed he’d realize he wasn’t a small child.
“Okay,” he said, “I’ll think about it, but we were happy. At least, I thought we were.”
“So, you think she may have told Ellen,” Sasha prompted him. “What about Martine?”
Nick shrugged.
Greg pushed the sausage around in a pan until it sizzled, then rested the spatula on a trivet, and joined them at the table.
“I doubt it,” he said, gesturing with his coffee cup like it was a conductor’s wand.
“Why?” Sasha asked.
“Well, I know Ellen didn’t tell Martine about our, uh, problems,” he explained.
“She didn’t?”
“No. I ran into Tanner, maybe two weeks ago, at the squash club, and he was talking about having us over for dinner. So, either Ellen didn’t tell Martine, or she did and Martine didn’t mention it to Tanner. Unlikely.”
“That’s the sort of news a person would generally share with her husband,” Sasha agreed.
The water on the stove bubbled over the edge of its pot, shooting white foam down the side and causing the flame to rise.
Greg hustled back to his dinner preparations and covered the pot with a lid. He lowered the flame.
“Why wouldn’t Ellen tell Martine?” she asked. “I thought they were tight.”
Greg dumped some ziti into the boiling water and stirred it.
Then he turned back to her and said, “The girls were close, but after Martine left Prescott & Talbott, there was a bit of a divide. Ellen and Clarissa were still in the belly of the beast, you know. And Martine’s focus was different. She had all those kids, and she dabbled in teaching and consulting, but she wasn’t the hard-charging ballbuster that she’d once been. The three of them would get together for drinks or a spa day pretty regularly, but it was just ... different.”
At the table, Nick nodded his agreement.
“Okay. How long until that’s done?” Sasha asked.
Greg checked the timer. “Twelve minutes.”
Sasha turned to Nick. “Go make yourself presentable. Can you do it in twelve minutes?”
A hint of the old, creepy Nick broke through his morose drunken fog, and he winked at her. “I’ll be looking good in no time.”
He stood, steadied himself, and headed for the stairs.
Sasha watched him leave and then told Greg, “Clarissa had retained Ellen’s divorce attorney.”
“That cretin Pulaski?”
“One and the same.”
Greg shook his head. “That guy. I truly believe Ellen and I could have worked things out if he hadn’t been whispering in her ear. He was so vicious.”
The description squared with what Greg’s attorney had said.
“How so?”
“He just had this scorched earth approach. For instance, Erika suggested the four of us meet, informally and off the record, to at least discuss the possibility of a collaborative divorce. Ellen and Pulaski agreed to the meeting, but then they walked into the conference room, and he literally threw a set of the pictures of me at the casino at Erika. He tossed them right in her face and started screaming, red-faced. He was ranting about how, when he was through with me, I’d be a shell of a man.”
“What did Ellen do while this was going on?” she asked.
Greg’s entire face drooped and he said, “She just stood behind him and looked at me with this satisfied little smile.”
“Do you know how Ellen found him? Erika said he typically didn’t represent women.”
Sasha didn’t expect him to know; but she hoped the question would distract him from the memory.
“I don’t know,” he said in vague voice, “I assume one of the bloodsuckers at the firm referred her to him.” He turned his attention back to his pasta.
Sasha listened to confirm that the water was running upstairs and then tackled the next delicate subject.
“There’s something else we need to talk about,” she said to Greg’s back.
“What is it?” he asked without looking at her.
There was no point in sugarcoating it.
“Nick’s going to be arrested for Clarissa’s murder.”
“I know,” he said.
“You’re his alibi, to the extent he has one,” she told him.
Greg turned away from his dinner preparations.
“I know that, too,” he said, a hint of irritation in his voice.
“Do you also know that having your name dragged into yet another murder investigation isn’t exactly going to help your own case?” Sasha said.
Greg exhaled, blowing his hair off his forehead. Then he said, “Yes, I do.”
“I’m in a delicate spot here,” Sasha said. “As your attorney, I must advise you not to get involved.”
“And as Nick’s attorney?”
“As Nick’s attorney, I’m inclined to think he needs all the help he can get. And being alibied by another accused wife killer is perhaps marginally better than having no alibi at all.” Sasha kept her tone neutral and added, “But that has to be your decision.”
Greg was silent for a long moment.
Finally he said, “Can’t the guys at Nick’s club alibi him?”
Sasha shook her head. “That won’t work. What can they say? A stranger came into the club, served Nick with divorce papers, and Nick proceeded to get hammered. They don’t know where he went after he left the club. And then it gets worse. I’m sure the police will beat the bushes, if they haven’t already, until they find some neighbor who either saw Nick go to the house last night or heard him shouting for Clarissa to let him in.”
Greg rubbed his temples. “I could say he called me and told me she locked him out and I invited him to come here. And he was here all night and all morning.”
“Yes, you could. But if you do that, the police will view it as an invitation to look at your life even more closely than they already have. They’ll be all over you,” Sasha said.
“So will the press,” Greg added, “don’t forget those vultures.”
“That’s true.”
She couldn’t lead him to a decision. She was maintaining a precarious balance as it was.
He stirred the ziti with a wooden spoon. He tapped the spoon against the side of the pot and watched the water drip off it, then looked back at Sasha and said, “I want to do it. I know I didn’t kill Ellen. And I know Nick didn’t kill Clarissa. I want to help him prove it if I can.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure,” he said, setting his mouth in a firm, grim slash.
Upstairs, the water shut off. Greg went back to the pasta.
 



CHAPTER 31
Caroline stood at the kitchen window and stared out in to the backyard; she was looking toward her garden, although she couldn’t see it in the darkness. She knew the wild roses were making their last display of the year and the earliest mums were just budding.
But she wasn’t thinking about her flowers. She was thinking about the files she’d shoved under the passenger seat of her car. When she’d pulled into the driveway after work and lifted her bag from the seat next to her, she’d balked at bringing those gruesome pictures into her home. She knew she was being silly, but she had arranged the house according to feng shui principles, and the thought of bringing such negative energy into her sanctuary bothered her. So, under the seat the files went.
She fetched a teacup from the cabinet beside the stove and packed the teaball with chamomile leaves and dried lavender from her garden. While she waited for the kettle to whistle, she moved back to the window and peered out at the car. She’d parked in the driveway, because the detached garage was filled with her gardening equipment and Ken’s fishing gear.
She stared out the window, lost in thought, until the tea kettle chirped its shrill, steamy whistle.
Caroline turned away from the window again and fixed her cup of herbal tea. She focused on the ritual of making the tea and letting it steep. Then she took her teacup into the sunroom and sat in the quiet darkness, sipping it slowly, while she considered the files she’d taken.
She returned to the kitchen and retrieved her purse from the window bench. She rifled through it and unearthed the pocket-sized directory of home phone numbers for the various members of firm administration and management.
She punched Samantha Davis’s number into her phone.
As the phone rang, Caroline tried to form the words she wanted to say to the chief security officer. I stole some photographs that Mr. Prescott wanted me to shred. I think Ellen and Clarissa’s murderer sent them.
“Hello. Davis residence,” Samantha’s silvery voice said on the other end of the line.
Caroline stared at the receiver in her hand.
“Hello?” Samantha said, more sharply this time.
Caroline clicked off and slammed the cordless phone down hard on the base.
She picked up her teacup, and her trembling hands sent the hot liquid splashing over the side. With tears of frustration pricking at her eyes, she ran to the sink and dumped the tea down the drain.
 



CHAPTER 32
Rich pounded the ground with a gloved fist. His legs were cramping, his stomach was rumbling, and his entire body was chilled through. He’d been crouching in the bushes outside the Landrys’ house for over an hour, squinting into the brightly lit den.
And what did he have to show for it?
A fat lot of nothing, that’s what, he thought.
The two older kids, whom he judged to be in their early teens, had been busy working on one of those giant jigsaw puzzles—from his vantage point it looked like a picture of a mountain range. The youngest, who looked to be about nine or ten, was sprawled on his stomach on the floor creating a complicated Legos structure.
Honey, the family’s idiotic golden retriever, who lacked the sense to even sniff out Rich’s presence, was curled into a blob of fur in front of the couch. Every so often, it would whimper and its legs would twitch, like it was dreaming of chasing a rabbit.
Martine had curled herself into a similar whimpering ball, with a soft-looking little brown blanket over her shoulders, snuggled into Tanner’s side. She was crying softly, and Tanner was stroking her hair and murmuring into her ear words that Rich couldn’t hear but assumed were comforting.
Rich did derive some satisfaction from the thought that she was sobbing over her dead friends, but it didn’t outweigh his frustration.
He been tailing Tanner for weeks now and hadn’t gotten so much of a glimpse of a vice. The worst Rich could say about the man was that he was sometimes absent-minded. But for the most part, Tanner seemed like a decent man, a good father, and a loving husband.
He hadn’t expected it to be this hard. The other two had been a breeze.
Rich had been keeping tabs on the three chick lawyers for a while—just casually, not with any real purpose. But when Ellen and Greg had jetted off on their European vacation, their empty mansion had proved irresistible. He’d broken in easily, just slipped a credit card through the side door leading from the garden. Poking around, he noted with interest Greg’s straight razor and the assorted Gamblers Anonymous pamphlets in his sock drawer.
Once the idea had taken root in his mind, figuring out a way to get at Costopolous hadn’t been difficult either. Rich had known, just from watching Nick’s comings and goings and the way he stopped to check himself out at every reflective surface, that he was a ladies’ man. His second stepfather had had the same weakness for women and his own reflection.
But Tanner was different, steady and responsible. In fact, he reminded Rich of his old man. He allowed his kids do their own thing but stuck nearby in case they needed a hand.
Take this puzzle they were working on. Every so often, one of the kids would look up and ask for help, and he’d pat Martine on the head, then unfold his long legs and stride over to the table. He’d point out a few pieces they might want to focus on, watch for a few seconds to be sure they got it right, and then return to comforting his weepy wife.
And when the little one had said he wanted a snack, Tanner had popped to his feet and hurried to the kitchen. He’d returned several minutes later and handed individual bowls of popcorn to all three children. All the while Martine had sat on the couch like a stupid, crying statue.
Watching the Landrys at home made Rich feel like someone was squeezing his head in a vise. He didn’t want to sit through any more family nights in the bushes. He wanted to find Tanner’s weakness, exploit it, and then mail some incriminating pictures to Martine and get the ball rolling.
But Tanner didn’t gamble. He didn’t drink. Or chase skirts. He didn’t even seem to golf or have any hobbies or interests that Rich could see outside of his wife and kids.
The thing that really made Rich’s head ache was that he did know how to get at them, but he didn’t want to have to do it. He’d told himself at the beginning of his plan that he wouldn’t involve any children. He’d promised himself in his father’s name that he wouldn’t.
But if he didn’t come up with something else soon, he wasn’t going to have a choice; he’d have to get to them through one of their kids. It had been one thing to let the Landry piece of the plan proceed at a slower pace; it had lacked the elegance that all three women receiving their pictures on the same day would have delivered, but the plan had still be doable. Now, though, time was running out. Especially because Nick had gotten that attorney involved.
Martine let out a shrill wail and started to sob harder. All three kids rushed to her and huddled around, trying to help Tanner comfort her. He could hear them, through the windows, telling her how much they loved her.
 



CHAPTER 33
Sasha and Nick walked into police headquarters ten minutes after Detective Gilbert’s deadline had passed. Nick was, if not sober, at least faking it well.
He’d been subdued during the drive to the North Side. Sasha had suggested that he call his parents, who hadn’t heard from their son at all since the news of Clarissa’s death had broken, but he’d shaken his head no and then leaned back on the headrest and closed his eyes.
When they entered the building, blinking at the harsh overhead lighting, a pleasant-looking middle-aged man with a silver buzz cut greeted them heartily, like they were regulars at a neighborhood bar. She figured they looked like a respectable young couple who’d wandered in for directions.
“Hello, you two!” he beamed. “What can I do for you?”
“Hi,” Sasha said with considerably less enthusiasm. “We’re looking for Detective Gilbert.”
“Then you’re in the right place,” he said, picking up the telephone. “Who should I tell him is here?”
“Attorney Sasha McCandless and Nick Costopolous.”
The grin faded and he punched a number with his finger. “Burt, the Costopolous perp’s here. With his lawyer,” he said in a clipped tone.
He nodded at whatever the detective said and then hung up.
“Suspect,” Sasha said in her sweetest voice.
“What’s that?” the desk sergeant demanded.
“I said, Mr. Costopolous is a suspect—a person of interest, more accurately. Bereaved husband is also acceptable, if you prefer.” She smiled.
The man rolled his eyes and waved them away from the desk.
“Detective Gilbert will be down from Homicide in a minute. Make yourselves comfortable.”
Sasha turned and looked. He was pointing to a cinder block wall. The height of comfort.
She and Nick walked over and leaned against it.
“Are you okay?” she asked in a low voice.
“I guess.”
He didn’t look okay. She hoped Gilbert was hurrying, because her client was jittery, like he was getting ready to sprint out of the building.
“Take a breath. You need to stay calm, okay? Remember what we talked about in the car.”
“I remember. I still don’t understand why you told Greg not to come,” Nick mumbled.
Sasha had firmly dissuaded Greg from tagging along to provide moral support. She didn’t care to imagine the reception they would have received if she’d walked into police headquarters with two men accused of murdering their wives. One was plenty.
She’d explained to her skeptical clients that she would inform the detective that Nick had an alibi and offer to arrange a time for him to speak to Greg. In light of Greg’s own pending murder trial, the contours of that discussion would need to be agreed to in advance by Sasha and whichever assistant district attorney had been assigned to Nick’s case.
“Here,” Nick said, handing her his watch and a soft leather wallet, “take these.”
The gesture seemed unnecessarily final and dramatic, but maybe Nick knew something she didn’t. For all she knew, personal property routinely disappeared from the police station.
She turned the understated titanium watch over in her hand. On the back, a worn inscription read All my love. For all time. C.
Nick watched her read the love note from his dead wife. His eyes flashed with pain.
Sasha tucked the watch and wallet into her bag and was about to offer some additional words of meaningless encouragement when the elevator bell chimed and the doors opened with a slow whoosh.
A fit-looking African-American man in a conservative suit stepped off.
“Ms. McCandless?” he said, striding over to them.
“Detective Gilbert,” she answered, extending her hand.
He pumped it in a fast, firm handshake and then turned to Nick.
“Mr. Costopolous, thank you so much for coming in. I’m Detective Burton Gilbert, with the Homicide Squad. On behalf of the entire department, my condolences on the loss of your wife.”
Nick looked at Sasha, momentarily confused, then offered the detective a weak handshake. “Uh, thanks,” he said.
Sasha shook her head slightly, trying to warn him. Nick could not make the mistake of thinking the detective was his friend. She had been very clear with him in the car: don’t volunteer anything; answer only the questions asked; and don’t answer anything immediately, so she’d have time to object. She didn’t know much about police interviews, but she’d defended enough depositions to know nothing was more disastrous than an eager-to-please client who believed he had a rapport with his interrogator.
“Well,” Gilbert said, still playing the genial host, “let’s get set up in an interview room. Can I get you two anything? Coffee? Water?” he asked as he led them toward the stairway. “Okay if we take the stairs? I have to get my exercise somehow.”
“No problem,” Sasha said, following him into the stairwell. “And no thank you on the beverages. Mr. Costopolous would, however, like to use the facilities before we begin.”
Behind her, Nick whispered, “I don’t need ...”
She turned and gave him a look. “Just go. Take a minute to yourself before we get started.”
She wanted to interrupt Gilbert’s efforts to bond with Nick, break his rhythm. In addition, she’d watched enough television shows to suspect that Gilbert planned to ply Nick with coffee and water until he needed to use the facilities and then make him wait.
Gilbert led them up one flight of stairs and held the metal door for them. Once they were in the antiseptic-looking hallway, he pointed Nick toward the restroom.
Sasha took in the white tile floor and mint green walls.
“Nice place,” she said, needling him to see if he’d drop the friendly facade when Nick wasn’t around.
The detective just shrugged and said, “Your tax dollars at work.” He turned one corner of his mouth up in a brief smile and said, “You shouldn’t believe everything you see on cop shows, you know.”
“Pardon me?”
“It’s unconstitutional to coerce a confession.”
Sasha bristled. “I’m well aware of that, Detective. I’m glad to know you are, too.”
“Right,” he continued, “and the Supreme Court has ruled that depriving a suspect of access to the bathroom is unconstitutional coercion.”
Sasha felt her cheeks burn but willed herself to ignore her embarrassment. He was trying to throw her off-balance.
She took a centering breath before she answered. “Thanks for the information. I realize you think I’m inexperienced, but I do know some criminal law. As I’m sure you know, on occasion, your brethren have been known to break the rules in their zeal to secure a confession. I’m certain you’d never do such a thing, but let’s not pretend it doesn’t happen.”
He raised a brow but said nothing.
“Listen,” Sasha said, “I produced my client as a show of good faith. I know you think he’s guilty for some reason. Just do yourself a favor and hear what he has to say.”
“Do myself a favor?”
“Yes. Because you’re wrong. He didn’t kill Clarissa.”
Detective Gilbert gave her a knowing smile. “Of course, Counselor. If Nick convinces me he’s not our man, I’m not going to arrest him. I want the dirtbag who did this. I just happen to think I already have him.”
The restroom door swung open and Nick emerged, drying his hands on his pants.
As he approached, Gilbert said, “I understand you’ve decided to bring counsel with you today, Mr. Costopolous, and that’s your right, of course. Just so we’re clear, this is simply an initial interview. At this point, you are not being detained and are free to leave.”
Hope bloomed in Nick’s eyes.
Gilbert went on, “If, however, you don’t consent to speak to us voluntarily, I do have sufficient evidence to arrest you.”
The hope wilted, and Nick said, “Let’s get this over with, then.”
Gilbert clasped Nick on the shoulder and pointed toward a steel door to their right.
“Right through that door.”
Nick hung back, so Sasha entered first.
The room was a small square with three gray-green walls, one floor-to-ceiling observation mirror directly across from the door, and dark blue carpet. A long, particleboard desk was shoehorned into the room, with just enough space for a cheap plastic chair behind it. Its mate was in the middle of the room, about a foot from the end of the desk. Three feet in front of that, was a metal folding chair, perpendicular to the desk. No clock. Strong overhead light.
The walls began to close in on Sasha before Gilbert had even closed the door behind them. She checked on Nick, whose fear was evident.
A quick calculation made it clear that Nick was supposed to sit in the metal chair facing Gilbert while Sasha was stuffed away in the corner, out of Nick’s line of vision.
Oh no, you don’t, she thought.
“Here.” She took Nick’s arm and directed him to the seat behind the desk; then she hurried over to claim the other plastic chair before Gilbert could take it.
Nick looked around the room, his eyes a bit unfocused, then sat behind the desk.
Gilbert scowled at Sasha and then cut his eyes over to the one-way mirror. Now he had to decide if he should make everyone switch seats so he could maintain his psychological upper hand over Nick or if the act of calling attention to the seating arrangement would further weaken his position.
Sasha watched him, her face impassive, while he worked through it.
After another second, he picked up the metal chair one-handed and turned it ninety degrees, so that he was facing Nick. He banged it down and then took a seat.
Perfect. Nick had a clear line of sight over the detective’s shoulder.
She smiled at him. She could communicate with Nick, and Gilbert would be able to see her only peripherally, if at all.
Gilbert’s stiff shoulders and clenched left fist told her his displeasure with this set up matched her delight.
Her cell phone vibrated in her bag. She opened her purse and peeked at the phone’s display. Will was calling. She let it roll to voicemail.
Gilbert rolled his shoulders, relaxed his hand, and smiled at Nick; determined not to let his irritation stand in the way of his interrogation.
“Okay, Nick—can I call you Nick?”
Nick nodded his head, but Sasha caught his eye and gave a short shake of her head. Nick stared at her. Gilbert turned to see what he was looking at.
“Mr. Costopolous is fine,” Sasha told the detective.
Gilbert turned back to Nick with a look that said can you believe this lady? Nick shrugged.
“Mr. Costopolous,” Gilbert said, giving the formal name heavy emphasis, “we’ve spent the better part of today trying to find you. Any reason you went missing after your wife’s brutal beating death?”
Nick waited a beat, like Sasha had told him to do, before he answered.
“I can’t really answer that.”
“Because your lawyer told you not to?” Gilbert said, jerking a thumb toward Sasha without looking her direction.
“No, because I don’t know when Clarissa was killed.”
He looked at the detective with no expression.
Gilbert snapped his fingers. “Oh that’s right. You and your wife were estranged, right? So, when did she kick you out?”
Nick’s nostrils flared. Sasha shook her head in warning. She didn’t know how Gilbert had learned about Nick’s recent marital troubles, but he had. Nick needed to stay cool.
He didn’t.
“That’s a damned lie!” Nick half-rose from the chair. “We weren’t having problems, and she didn’t throw me out.”
“Oh, no? So, Clarissa hadn’t filed for divorce?”
Nick’s anger deflated as quickly as it had bloomed, and he sank back into the chair.
He answered in a soft voice, “Okay, that’s true, she did; but, as God is my witness, I don’t know why she did that. We hadn’t been fighting or anything. All I know is I went to my social club last night—”
Gilbert cut him off. “What time was that?”
“I don’t know. Maybe six-thirty or seven?”
“Go on,” Gilbert said, nodding his approval of the time estimate.
“So, I went to the club—”
Gilbert cut in again. “Did you see your wife before you left your home?”
“Yes. She went upstairs to rest, and I yelled a goodbye up the stairs.”
“Go on, please.”
Sasha needed to cut in herself, just to break up the volleying.
“Nick, isn’t it true that this is a standing date? You go to your social club every Wednesday evening, isn’t that right?”
“That’s right,” Nick agreed. “I meet the guys for dinner and drinks. We play some cards and watch whatever game’s on.”
Gilbert was looking at Sasha out of the corner of his eyes. He was irritated, she felt sure, but unwilling to address her or even acknowledge that she’d spoken.
Good.
She added, “Did Clarissa have standing Wednesday night plans—that you know of?”
Nick considered the question.
“Not really. She usually did go out. Sometimes she went over to her folks’ place; sometimes she met up with her girlfriends; sometimes she went shopping or whatever. For a while, she took a Wednesday night pottery class, but she missed too many of them. You know, work emergencies.”
Gilbert spoke up. “So, you went to your club. Anything unusual happen?”
Nick had been looking over Gilbert’s shoulder at Sasha. Now he narrowed his eyes and met the detective’s gaze.
“You obviously know that something unusual happened, Detective. Yeah, some asshole barged in and served me with divorce papers.”
Sasha raised her hand level with her shoulder, palm toward the floor, and motioned for him to calm down.
He exhaled loudly and continued, “I’d never seen the guy before. He shoved the papers at me and then ... was escorted off the premises, I guess you could say. I tried to read the divorce papers, but I was kind of in shock.”
Gilbert put on an understanding expression and nodded, “Of course you were, son.”
Nick smiled, lapping up the feigned sympathy.
“Did you try to reach your wife then?”
“Of course. I called several times, but she didn’t answer her cell phone or the home phone.”
“And what time was this, roughly?”
Nick gave him the same answer he’d given Sasha. “It was the seventh inning or so of the baseball game, so maybe ten-thirty.”
Gilbert nodded his head rapidly, like that was the right answer.
“Clarissa didn’t answer, so, I guess you went home then? To try to talk to her, right?”
Nick flicked his eyes away from the detective and met Sasha’s gaze. His temporary relief leaked away and he widened his eyes, asking what he should say.
Sasha looked at him, expressionless. He had to tell the truth. They’d been over this in the car: there were witnesses who had watched him get drunk. Their shared brotherhood in the Greek social club wasn’t going to override the fact that a woman—a Greek woman whose father and brothers were also members of the club, no less—had been murdered.
He cleared his throat and returned his attention to Gilbert. “Uh, no. Actually, I didn’t.”
“You didn’t?” Gilbert echoed, his surprise so exaggerated that Sasha could tell he wanted Nick to know he already knew the truth. “Well, what did you do then?’“
Nick plowed ahead, as if saying the words faster would make it better. “I had some more to drink. I tried to call her a few more times, and she still didn’t answer. Eventually, I did go home.”
“Would you say you were inebriated when you left?”
“He’s not an expert, Detective,” Sasha interjected. “Mr. Costopolous can’t know if he was over the legal limit.”
Gilbert finally turned to look at her.
He raised an eyebrow and said, “I’m not looking to charge your client with a DUI, Ms. McCandless. I just want to know if, in his subjective opinion, he felt as though he were intoxicated. He’s an expert on how he feels, isn’t he?”
Nick waited for Sasha to give him permission to answer.
Sasha shrugged. “Go ahead and answer,” she told him.
“Yeah, I guess I was probably drunk,” Nick said.
“You probably were,” Gilbert agreed. “As I understand it, you had no fewer than eight shots of ouzo after you received the divorce papers. Does that sound about right?”
Someone from the Greek club had talked.
“Maybe. I lost count,” Nick mumbled.
“So, after drinking heavily for several hours, you went home to confront your wife.”
Gilbert phrased it as a statement, not a question, but Nick answered it anyway.
“I didn’t go home to confront her. I went home, because I live there and I was tired. I mean, sure, I figured we could talk about whatever was going on with her, but I didn’t go home to pick a fight. I just went home.”
“Did you?”
“Did I what?”
“Talk about why she filed for divorce?”
“No.”
“And why’s that?”
Nick dropped his eyes down to the desk and mumbled, “She’d had the locks changed while I was out. I couldn’t get in.”
“Now, I want to make sure I have this straight,” Gilbert said, giving Nick a friendly grin. “You hadn’t been having any marital problems, but you went out like you do every Wednesday night, and your wife proceeded to serve you with divorce papers and have the locks to your home rekeyed?”
“That’s correct,” Nick said, staring at the detective.
“Son, do those sound to you like the actions of a woman who is happy in her marriage?”
Nick didn’t respond.
“Do they?” the detective pressed him.
“Of course not,” Nick snapped. “I don’t know why she did it. I have no idea.”
“No idea, huh?” Gilbert said.
“None.”
Gilbert’s smile sharpened.
Sasha’s pulse hammered. Gilbert was moving in for the kill. She didn’t know what he had, but he had something. Judging by the ugliness in his smile, it was something big.
Nick looked back at Gilbert with wide, guileless eyes, unprepared for whatever hit was coming.
Gilbert reached inside his jacket and produced a set of photographs from his breast pocket. He tossed the top picture on the desk in front of Nick. Sasha couldn’t see the image from where she sat, but Nick’s expression told her it wasn’t good. She hoped they weren’t crime scene photos.
“Maybe she didn’t like knowing you had a girlfriend?” Gilbert said in a casual tone.
Nick snatched the photograph and held it up to his face.
“It’s not what it looks like,” he said.
“It’s not?” Gilbert asked. “What is it, then, Mr. Costopolous? Because what it looks like is you kissing a very attractive, very young—possibly even underage—female.”
Gilbert slapped the next photograph down.
“In addition, it looks, in this embrace, as though you’ve got one hand on her breast and one hand on her buttocks while you’re kissing her.”
Nick stared down at the photo and gulped for air like a fish.
Sasha gritted her teeth to keep from yelling at him. Clients and their lies. If Nick had simply told her about the girl, she could have prepared him for this line of questioning. Instead, he had insisted there was nothing to tell; now, there was little, if anything, she could do to help him.
Gilbert continued, almost gleeful now. “That photograph makes it seem like you and she had a sexual relationship, but this picture here, this one’s my favorite. The way you’re cupping the girl’s face in your hands and staring soulfully into her eyes, it’s very loving. Tender, even.”
He tossed the last photo toward Nick and said, “In fact, knowing women, I’ll bet that last one upset your wife more than the others. Especially given how emotional they become when they’re pregnant.”
Nick had been staring at the pictures as if he were in a trance. Once Gilbert’s words registered, he jerked his head up, a look of anguish seared on his face.
“Clarissa was pregnant?”
Sasha’s stomach sank. She forced herself not to rub her temples.
Unbelievable.
Nick began to sob.
“Mr. Costopolous needs to take a break,” she said.
“Of course,” Gilbert replied, not bothering to hide the triumph in his voice. “I’ll give you a few moments of privacy.”
He stood as though he were going to leave, and Sasha stood, too.
“We’d like some actual privacy, Detective Gilbert. Not to sit in this room and have our conversation recorded while you and your colleagues watch,” she said with a nod toward the observation mirror. “We’re going to take a walk outside, so Mr. Costopolous can get some fresh air.”
Gilbert folded his arms across his chest, and she could see his muscles tensing even through his strained jacket sleeves. He was silent for a moment.
“Mr. Costopolous is not in custody, correct?” Sasha pressed him.
“Not yet,” Gilbert conceded.
“We’ll be back in five minutes,” she said, as she started toward the door and gestured for Nick to follow her.
“Take the pictures,” Gilbert offered. “I have copies.”
She scooped them up from the desk and strode out the door. Nick stumbled along behind her.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Sasha turned on Nick as soon as the thick glass door shut behind them and they stepped out into the dark night.
“What’s wrong with you? I asked you if there was anything I needed to know. Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded
He blinked at her through his tears.
She couldn’t afford to feel sympathy for him now. Not if she was going extricate him from the trap he’d just walked into.
“I ... I didn’t know she was pregnant,” he said.
Sasha pulled him away from the building. They stood under a tall spotlight that illuminated the first several rows of the parking lot in a pool of yellow light.
“But you knew you were cheating on her,” Sasha said, trying not to yell.
Nick shook his head, rejecting the words.
“I wasn’t.”
Sasha pushed the pictures in her hands toward him.
“What then, Nick? You were walking down the street and tripped? You stumbled into this girl and your tongue landed in her mouth?”
“It wasn’t how it looks,” he insisted, pouting.
“How was it, Nick? You need to start talking. Fast.”
“Okay, a couple weeks ago, maybe a month, I don’t know, this girl wandered into the club. I told you sometimes people come in looking for a bar or whatever, right?”
“Yes.”
She forced her anger back and focused on his story, searching for some sliver of evidence she could use to save him.
“So, she came in, real timid and shy, and looked around. She was trying to find My Sister’s Place.”
“What’s that,” Sasha asked, “a bar?”
He shook his head. “I’d never heard of it. She said it was a battered women’s shelter.”
“Wait. Was she speaking to you directly or just to the room in general?”
Nick thought.
“She scanned the place, nervous, when she came in. I smiled at her, you know, to put her at ease.”
And to flirt with her, Sasha thought.
“Go on,” she said.
“So, I guess, she thought she could trust me or something, because she came straight over to me.”
“Okay, she came over to you and asked if you knew where this shelter was?”
“Right. She said her boyfriend had a bad temper and had beaten her up pretty good. She was leaving him.”
Sasha rolled her eyes. “Go on.”
“Well, she was pretty scared. Jumpy like. So, I told her I’d buy her a drink and then help her find the place.”
“Just being chivalrous?”
“Yes. I wasn’t putting the moves on her, I swear.”
Sasha held up the photograph again.
“Just listen. So, I got her a glass of wine.”
“I don’t suppose anyone checked her identification?”
“No, it’s a private club. I’m telling you, she wasn’t a teenager. She was in her early twenties; I could just tell.”
“Her age is the least of your problems right now.”
He continued, “So we had a drink; she was pretty quiet. She didn’t talk much. She was kind of in a hurry to find that shelter. So we left.”
“You left with her, but you had no intention of getting together with her, right?” Sasha asked.
“I swear I didn’t.”
Sasha looked at the picture. The girl was beautiful in a California girl way. She was tall and athletic, with straight, long blond hair. A pert nose and huge blue eyes. She was right out of central casting. And a stark contrast to Clarissa Costopolous, who was a short, curvy olive-skinned woman, with curly black hair and a classically Greek nose.
“But she’s an attractive girl, wouldn’t you say?”
“Yeah, she’s pretty hot,” he admitted.
“So, what happened?”
“The address she had was about two blocks away. I put a hand on her back while we walked, just because she was shaking like a leaf. Sasha, the girl was terrified her boyfriend was going to find her.”
Sasha raised a brow but said nothing.
“When we got to the address, I asked if she was sure it was the right place. It looked like just a regular townhouse. She said that was it. There was no sign or anything, because it was a secret place.”
“Sure.”
Nick continued, “She kept thanking me. She asked if she could give me a hug. She said I might have saved her life.”
Even now, Sasha could see him puff up at the notion of his nobility. She resisted the urge to shake him by the collar.
“So, she hugged you,” Sasha prompted.
“Right and then she kissed me. I wasn’t expecting it. It was so sudden. And she put my hands on her ... you know, like in the second picture.”
Nick was staring out into the darkness now, not meeting her eyes.
“Are you telling me you resisted her, Nick?”
He didn’t answer.
“Nick? We don’t have time for this.”
“Okay, maybe not at first. I was just, you know, stunned. I might have kissed her back, I guess.”
“You guess.”
“Yes, I kissed her. But then, I realized what I was doing. I couldn’t do that to Clarissa again. That was when I took her face in my hands. I told her, as gently as I could, that I was married. That’s all.”
“What do mean, you couldn’t do that to Clarissa again?”
Nick waved the question away. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.”
Sasha stared at him until he started talking again.
“Fine. I cheated on Clarissa before we were married. Like I said, a long time ago.”
“How long?”
Nick thought. “I guess she was in law school, or maybe it was her first year working at Prescott.”
“Who was she?”
“Just a girl I knew.”
“A Greek girl?”
Nick shook his head. “No. In fact, when Clarissa found out, she called her Malibu Barbie. Come to think of it, she kind of looked like this girl,” he said, nodding toward the picture.
Sasha stared at him.
“What?” he asked.
“It was a honey trap,” she said.
“A what?”
“Nevermind,” Sasha said. “This first girl, Malibu Barbie, how’d Clarissa find out?”
“Her name was Kristy. She called Clarissa and told her. She wanted to break us up.”
“What happened?”
Even in the shadows, Sasha could see a blush stain Nick’s cheeks.
“Clarissa was devastated. I thought she was going to leave me. Ellen and Martine sure tried to get her to. But we worked it out. It made me realize how much I loved her. I didn’t want to lose her. I broke things off with Kristy, and I swore to Clarissa that I’d never cheat on her again.” He held Sasha’s gaze for a long time. “And, I didn’t. I wouldn’t. I’ll be the first to admit I have a wandering eye. And, yeah, maybe I flirt sometimes, but I have never broken my marriage vows.”
“Well, until a month ago,” Sasha reminded him.
He clenched his jaw. “Okay, fine.”
It was time to move on before Gilbert came looking for them.
“So you were out on the street when this woman threw herself at you?”
“Right.”
“I assume you didn’t notice anyone with a camera?” Sasha asked.
Nick shook his head.
“Did this girl have a name?”
“She didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask. She was going into hiding, remember?”
“Right. So, you watched her go into this townhouse?”
“No.”
“No?”
Nick shrugged and explained, “She said she felt safer already, she was going to sit on the porch and pull herself together before she went in.”
“So, you just left this allegedly terrified, impossibly hot woman sitting there?”
He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Look, I got her there. And it was kind of awkward. I had just rejected her. So, I wished her luck and headed back to the club.”
“Did you see her go in? Or even go on the porch?”
“No, I didn’t look back,” Nick said.
Some white knight he was.
“I don’t suppose you remember the address?”
“Of course, I do.”
Sasha stared at her client. “You do? You’re sure?”
“Yeah. I’m sure. I recognized the street name because I’d done some work around the corner about a year ago for a couple who wanted custom kitchen cabinets. The townhouse we went to was two in from the corner.”
Sasha suppressed the hope that fluttered in her chest.
“Let’s go. You can try to sell this to Gilbert.”
Nick put out a hand to stop her.
“But you believe me, right?”
His warm brown eyes searched her face.
She sighed. “Actually, I do.”
Apparently, she had not one, but two, gullible clients who’d been set up by an unknown photographer who knew their character weaknesses.
The trick would be to convince Gilbert.
 



CHAPTER 34
Detective Gilbert was not convinced.
He threw back his head and laughed. “So, let me get this straight, you weren’t cheating on your wife. You were just a good Samaritan caught in a compromising position.”
“That’s right,” Nick said, earnest and wide-eyed.
“And,” Gilbert went on, “there just happened to be a photographer handy to capture this misleading kiss.”
Nick turned to Sasha, a silent plea for help.
They were back in the stuffy square of a room, the three of them squeezed around the desk, shoulder to shoulder, looking down at the pictures, which Nick had spread out like a fan.
“Don’t you find it odd that there’s photographic evidence of this ... encounter?” Sasha asked the detective. “Doubly so, considering that similar photos exist of the accused husband in another recent death of a Prescott & Talbott attorney?”
She hoped that by easing Greg Lang into the conversation, she could get Gilbert to consider the possibility that the two husbands had been framed without having to say it directly. If she suggested they’d been framed, she knew he would reject the notion outright. If he thought he’d come to it on his own, however, maybe they had a chance.
Gilbert was unimpressed. “Not really. I’d say it’s likely that two women, who happened to be colleagues and close friends, both had their suspicions about their husbands. Either together or separately, they decided to have their husbands followed by a private investigator or, perhaps, the ladies followed them themselves. It happens quite a bit.” He shrugged off the coincidence.
The way he put it, it sounded plausible, even likely, that the dead women had done just that.
“But Ellen Mortenson said she received the photographs anonymously in the mail,” she countered.
Gilbert fixed her with a look. “First, of all, we’re not here about Mr. Lang—this is about Mr. Costopolous. Although I did investigate Ms. Mortenson’s death, that was a separate homicide investigation. The Department sees no reason to link the two deaths simply because the two victims worked together. Second of all, as far as I know, the only support for the claim that Ms. Mortenson received photographs of her husband at the gaming tables in the mail from an anonymous sender is Mr. Lang’s say-so. No offense, but I’m not going to take his word for it. Are you representing Lang, too?” he finished, his voice quizzical.
Sasha ignored the question. “At least check out Mr. Costopolous’s story. He remembers the address. Go to the townhouse and see if it is, in fact, a shelter. See if anyone there remembers a woman matching this girl’s description.”
She picked up the middle photograph, the one with the best angle of the girl, and waved it at him. She’d kept her tone neutral, although she wanted to plead with him. If he didn’t bite, her next move was going to have to be to use Greg to alibi Nick.
Gilbert looked at her for a long moment. Then he shrugged.
“Sure. I’ll send a uniform out to run this down. You and Mr. Costopolous make yourselves comfortable.”
He gathered the photographs into a pile and tapped the bottoms on the table to square them, then left the room.
Nick considered the metal chair. Then he walked over to the wall and slid down it to sit on the floor.
“Why didn’t you tell him I was with Greg?” he asked, hugging his arms around his knees.
Sasha frowned and jerked her head toward the observation window to remind him they weren’t actually alone. Their conversation was almost certainly being recorded.
She was glad for an excuse not to answer him, though. She still hadn’t decided whether it was worth the risk to Greg to use him to alibi Nick, given how little weight that alibi would carry with Gilbert. Nick, understandably, would want her to use everything in her arsenal. Her stomach lurched as she considered the ethics.
Nick twisted his mouth into a knot.
“Trust me, okay?” She patted his arm and then checked her phone.
It was nearly eleven o’clock. This was not how she had envisioned spending her night.
She thumbed out a text to Connelly: Am running late. Not sure when I will be home. Sorry. Love, S.
Then she played Will’s voicemail. As expected, Cinco had agreed to post Nick’s bail if he was, in fact, arraigned, which she had to admit seemed likely.
She figured the news would cheer her client, so she powered off her phone and said, “Prescott & Talbott will cover your bail if it becomes necessary, the same as they did for Greg.”
Nick raised his dark eyes. They were filled with anger, not the gratitude she’d expected to see.
“I would hope so. It’s the least they could do.”
Sasha considered this statement. She recalled the crushing hours, missed vacations, and broken plans that had littered her years at the firm.
“Nick, were Clarissa’s hours causing a problem between you two?” she asked in a soft voice.
“Not like you think,” he said. “The stress was preventing us from conceiving.” His face drained to white as he realized they had, in fact, conceived.
He swallowed hard and continued, “I mean, it had been. We’d been trying for a while. Finally, we saw a fertility doctor. She told Clarissa her body wasn’t going to allow her to get pregnant while she was working eighty-hour weeks and not taking care of herself. I tried to get her to go to part-time status, but she refused. I finally convinced her to at least take a vacation. We went to Greece in July to visit the fishing village where our parents were born. We snorkeled, met about a million distant relatives, ate too much, and kicked back in the sun.” Nick smiled at the memory, but the smile faded into a frown.
“What happened?” Sasha asked.
“John Porter called. We had scheduled the trip for two weeks, but ten days in, he called and asked her to come back. He had some big filing that couldn’t wait four flipping days and he claimed no one else could possibly handle it in her absence. I told her to tell him to go pound sand, but, of course, she changed her flight and rushed back,” Nick said in a clipped voice.
“But you stayed?”
That wasn’t a great fact if they were going to paint a picture of harmony in the Costopolous home.
He gave her a sheepish look. “I did. I’ll admit I was angry. Hurt, I guess. But when I got home, she sat me down and apologized. She said she realized it was shortsighted. She said ...” His voice broke, but he went on, “She said having a baby with me was more important. She promised to cut back some, just as soon as the fiscal year ended in August. Her plan was to get pregnant and have the baby next year. And, she did cut back ... a little. Enough, I guess.”
He hung his head. When he looked up his eyes were wet. “Someone killed my wife. And our baby. You have to make them understand it wasn’t me.”
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Just before midnight, the steel door banged open and hit the wall near the desk.
The air in the small room was suddenly charged. Sasha looked up from checking her e-mail messages on her phone to see Gilbert stride into the room, followed by a baby-faced uniformed officer. She rose from the cheap plastic chair, her legs stiff and slow to unfold.
Nick, who’d been sleeping fitfully on the floor under the observation window, bolted to his feet and looked around, confused.
Gilbert ignored Sasha and headed straight for Nick, stopping when he was about a foot away from him, and pulled a laminated card from his pocket. He nodded toward the uniformed officer, who circled around and stood behind Nick, with a pair of handcuffs dangling loosely in his hand.
“Nicholas Costopolous,” Gilbert intoned, “you are under arrest for the murder of Clarissa Costopolous and Unborn Child Costopolous.”
Nick wheeled around to look at Sasha; as he did so, the officer behind him clasped the bracelets around his wrists. Nick opened his mouth to protest.
Sasha put up her hand like a crossing guard to silence him. As she raced to his side, she said, “Nothing. Say nothing, Nick.”
He clamped his mouth shut and nodded.
Gilbert extended his arm straight and held out the card, squinting at the tiny printed Miranda warning, which he surely had memorized at this point in his career. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at government expense. Do you understand these rights?”
Nick looked at Sasha, then turned back to Gilbert. “Yes.”
Sasha asked, “What about the townhouse?”
Gilbert returned his card to his pocket and said, “Dead end. The address your client gave us is a residence. An elderly husband and wife, Polish immigrants, live there. Despite their minimal English skills, the Milchecks made it clear that they’d never seen the girl and had never heard of the shelter. Officer Dickinson over there showed them a photograph of Mr. Costopolous, as well, and they didn’t recognize him.”
The officer nodded his agreement with this recitation.
Nick was wild-eyed. “That’s impossible! She said she was going to My Sister’s Place.”
“Stop talking,” Sasha said. She allowed a sharp edge to creep into her voice so Nick would understand she was serious.
“Here’s an interesting fact about My Sister’s Place,” Gilbert went on. “There is an organization with that name, but it’s not a women’s shelter on the South Side. It’s a group that provides housing and other services for single-parent families in the Mon Valley.”
Sasha looked at Nick for a moment. He just raised his shoulders, confused.
She turned back to Gilbert. “So, Mr. Costopolous was hoodwinked by some girl. That doesn’t really seem to merit an arrest.”
Gilbert gave her a tired smile. “Nice try. The assistant district attorney on call okayed a warrantless arrest. As I’m sure you know, we can hold Mr. Costopolous for up to twenty-four hours before we arraign him.”
Sasha squared her shoulders and summoned her sense of outrage, but Gilbert held up a hand to stop her, just as she’d stopped Nick.
“We’re not going to do that, okay?” he said before she could jump in. “Someone in the DA’s office will write up the complaint in the morning and get your client in for his arraignment before lunchtime. I gave them your number and told them to call you and let you know what time. As a courtesy.”
“Oh. Well, thank you,” she said. “So, we can go then?”
Gilbert looked at her for a full thirty seconds before he spoke. When he did, his voice was almost gentle.
“Your client’s going to lockup at the Allegheny County Jail, Counselor.”
Nick’s face stretched into a mask of fear and despair. Sasha had to look away.
Gilbert continued, “Mr. Costopolous will be processed and then placed in the custody of the sheriff at the jail. You should go to his place, get a change of clothes for him to wear for his arraignment, and then get some sleep.”
She shook her head. “I can’t get into his house. Clarissa changed the locks, remember?”
The detective nodded, a slow movement that revealed his fatigue. “That’s right; I forgot. Officer Dickinson, I’ll handle Mr. Costopolous’s intake myself. You escort Ms. McCandless to the residence. Let her get her client a change of clothes.”
“Yes, sir,” the officer said.
Gilbert turned to Nick, “You take any medications? Wear glasses or contacts? Anything like that?”
Nick shook his head.
“What about a toothbrush? Toiletries?” Sasha asked.
“The taxpayers will provide those to Mr. Costopolous free of charge,” Gilbert told her, slipping back into his jaded cop routine.
Sasha patted Nick on the arm. “I’ll see you as soon as I can. Just remember, no talking to anybody. That includes your fellow ... inmates.” She stumbled over the word.
Nick swallowed hard but nodded.
Officer Dickinson walked around to hold the door open, and she followed Gilbert and Nick out into the hall.
 



CHAPTER 35
FRIDAY
Sasha stifled a yawn and checked the time. Three-thirty in the morning. She stretched; her back was tight, and the cold night air caused the muscles along her spine to cramp.
She wondered how much longer this could possibly take as she stood on Greg Lang’s front porch and watched Officer Dickinson crawl around in the cab of Nick’s truck.
And she’d been so close to making it home, she thought, as the door swung open and Greg stepped out onto the porch with fresh mugs of coffee for each of them.
“Here you go,” he said, handing her the blasted I Got Lei-ed mug.
She wrapped her hands around it to suck up its warmth and took a long, greedy sip.
“Ah, thanks.”
He nodded and raised his own mug to his lips, his eyes locked on Dickinson.
She’d been walking down the steep steps outside the Costopolous’s house under Dickinson’s watchful eye, when his radio had buzzed to life. She was taking her time because she didn’t have a free hand; she had a suit, dress shirt and tie on a hanger in one hand and was carrying a reusable Trader Joe’s grocery bag stuffed with Nick’s dress shoes and clean boxers, socks, and a t-shirt in the other.
“Dickinson, are you still with Ms. McCandless?” Gilbert’s voice had crackled over the air.
“Yes, sir,” he’d said. “But we’re wrapping up here. She’s got a change of clothes and a pair of shoes in a cloth bag.”
Sasha had been calculating how long it would take her to drive home and crawl into bed beside Connelly for a few short hours before the dawn broke and he headed to the airport, when she’d heard Gilbert directing Officer Dickinson to proceed to a familiar address.
She’d turned her head and asked, “Why are you going to Greg Lang’s house?”
Dickinson had held up a hand to shush her while Gilbert had continued, “Search Mr. Costopolous’s vehicle. He informs me he’s been staying with Mr. Lang. Search the guest room, too.”
Two separate thoughts had taken off along parallel tracks in Sasha’s brain, like racing trains. One was that she was going to strangle Nick when she saw him. What exactly did he think “Don’t say anything” meant? Talk to Gilbert like he’s your best friend? The other train zipped through the recesses of her memory, pulling up every case she’d briefed in Criminal Law as a first-year law student twelve years earlier.
She had to decide whether to object to the search of Nick’s vehicle in Greg’s garage. Greg had a reasonable expectation of privacy in his garage and its contents. The question was whether his houseguest did. Remembering a case involving a stack of boxes stored in a friend’s garage, she decided she had a strong argument that Nick did have such a privacy expectation, which would mean the truck was off-limits.
“Detective,” she’d said, before realizing that Gilbert couldn’t hear her.
She’d slung the bag over her shoulder and gestured for Dickinson to depress the button so Gilbert could hear her.
“Detective,” she’d begun again, “as Mr. Costopolous’s counsel, I’m afraid I can’t allow you to search his vehicle. Unless, of course, you’ve obtained a probable cause warrant, in which case, I’d like to see a copy.”
Dickinson had rolled his eyes and thumbed off the radio so Gilbert could respond.
“Counselor,” Gilbert had said, making no effort to hide the laughter in his voice, “your client volunteered the information that his vehicle was in the Lang garage and offered to let us search both it and the room he used at the Lang residence.”
Sasha had gritted her teeth and said, “Press the radio call button, please.”
Her frustration with Nick and Gilbert had been compounded by the logistics of conversation over a radio through an intermediary.
Before Dickinson could comply, however, Gilbert had rumbled on, “And don’t bother chewing me out for questioning your client, Ms. McCandless. I repeatedly reminded him that he invoked his right to counsel and that you instructed him not to talk.”
Gilbert had paused. Dickinson had shrugged and pressed the button, aiming the radio toward Sasha.
“What?” she’d demanded.
He’d clicked off.
“Oh, I just wanted to stop and give you a chance to thank me for looking out for your client. You’re welcome, in any event. So, as I was saying, Mr. Costopolous, or Nick, as he asked me to call him, had a great deal to say. Fear will do that to people. And, I have to admit, he’s a pretty-looking man. He has plenty to be afraid of at lockup.”
Sasha had shaken her head at the way Gilbert was manipulating Nick by suggesting he was going to be raped.
“Is he there with you now?” she had asked, hoping to talk to Nick and get him to pull himself together before he was transported to the jail.
“Nope. He’s off being fitted for his bright orange prom gown.”
Sasha had closed her eyes and breathed through her nose. If Dickinson hadn’t been standing there, she’d have gone into Tree Pose right there on the Costopolous’s front steps. Instead, she just focused on inhaling and exhaling until she trusted herself to speak without shouting.
“No one touches the car until I arrive at the Lang residence. Are we clear?”
“Suit yourself,” Gilbert had shot back through the radio. “If I had to be in court in the morning, I’d go home and get some shut-eye, but you’re an adult. Do what you want. Dickinson can give you a ride, if you like.”
“No thanks.”
Sasha had felt foolish doing it, but she’d raced down the steps and sprinted to her car. She’d thrown the bag and the suit on the passenger seat and had fumbled with her Bluetooth. She’d decided to beat Dickinson to the house, so she’d at least have a chance to manage the scene.
As she’d started the ignition, she’d used her phone’s voice-dialing function to call Greg before Dickinson had even reached his squad car. She’d pulled out and driven cautiously until she’d turned at the corner. Once she was out of Dickinson’s sight, she’d gunned it.
Arriving a full three minutes before Dickinson, she’d prepared Greg to put up a fight. When the officer informed Greg he had Nick’s permission to search his truck, Greg had refused to let the police officer into his garage. Instead, he had pulled the truck out and parked it in the driveway.
Officer Dickinson had hesitated, disappeared into his car, and reemerged, presumably after consulting with Gilbert. He’d shown no surprise when Sasha had further informed him that he was not welcome to search Nick’s guest room and that Nick lacked standing to consent to such a search over the homeowner’s objection. He’d merely shrugged and started combing through the pickup truck.
So, now she and a keyed-up Greg stood ramrod straight on the porch and watched Dickinson inspect every square inch of cab of Nick’s pickup.
“What is he looking for, I wonder?” Greg asked in a low voice, his eyes on Dickinson’s boots, which were sticking out of the cab as he leaned across the steering wheel and dusted the dashboard.
“I have no idea. Blood?”
“Wouldn’t they call a CSI unit out to do that kind of forensics work?”
Sasha didn’t know and almost asked him who processed Ellen’s crime scene, but she stopped herself.
“I suppose. Gilbert’s probably just doing this to ensure I’m exhausted at Nick’s preliminary arraignment tomorrow,” she told him in an effort to change the subject.
As she said it, she realized it was more than likely true: the authorities were no different from any large law firm that used its almost limitless resources to bury some harassed, overextended sole practitioner in paper and motions practice. It seemed to her that anyone with sufficient weight had a corresponding, almost irresistible, urge to throw that weight around.
And that was fine by her. As someone light on weight, she’d honed her skills at using her opponent’s weight against him. She figured it would work as well against Detective Gilbert and his friends at the district attorney’s office as it had against everyone else she’d gone toe-to-toe with in the courtroom, in the sparring studio, or on the street.
She allowed herself a small smile.
Finally satisfied with his search of the interior of the car, Officer Dickinson backed himself out of cab, pushing with his elbows, and jumped to the ground. Then he closed the door with a gloved hand, walked around to the back, and, one-handed, vaulted into the bed of the truck.
His clear blue eyes met Sasha’s and she realized he was showing off for her benefit. She filed that knowledge away for potential future use and drained her coffee.
She turned to Greg, intending to excuse herself so she could call Connelly. She hated to wake him, but, at Dickinson’s current pace, he’d be gone by the time she made it home. Greg spoke first.
“I have to tell you something.”
The way he said it left no question that whatever Greg wanted to say, it wasn’t something she was going to enjoy hearing. Sasha felt herself droop, deflated.
“I’m listening.”
“I haven’t been completely honest with you,” Greg said, staring into his coffee mug.
Greg’s bombshell was hardly news, she thought. His timing, however, stunk. She waited for him to continue.
“I, well, I lied when I said I was just out walking around the night Ellen was killed.”
He winced and raised his eyes to meet her gaze.
She nodded. “I assumed as much, Greg. Are you ready to tell me where you were?”
“Yes. I was with Nick.”
Sasha didn’t know what she’d expected him to say, but it wasn’t that his alibi for his wife’s murder was the same man for whom he was providing an alibi. She bit down hard on her lip and kept her face neutral.
“Nick Costopolous?” she asked, holding out hope that it was some other Nick.
“Yes. His social club has a weekly poker game, a big money game. The buy-in’s five grand.”
“Where’d you get five thousand dollars, Greg?”
He was silent.
“Greg?”
“I borrowed it from the safe in Ellen’s home office,” he finally mumbled.
“You stole it, you mean,” Sasha said.
“Well, she didn’t move the key. She knew I could access it ...” he started, but trailed off in the face of Sasha’s glare. “Fine, I took it without permission. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’d lost my job, I’d lost my wife. I didn’t know how much longer Ellen was going to agree to let me stay at the house. And, Nick said it was a soft game. I figured I could make enough to get a place of my own. I planned to return Ellen’s money to the safe. She would never have to know.”
What a blazingly stupid plan, Sasha thought.
What she said was, “But you lost, didn’t you?”
He nodded, a miserable, slow nod. “I did. And then I realized what a terrible thing I’d done and that Ellen was right, I do have a gambling problem.”
He swallowed, a big lump visible in his throat, and sped up, with the words spilling out fast and jumbled.
“I knocked on her door when I got home to tell her she was right and that I was going to go back to Gamblers Anonymous. And to tell her about the money. I planned to come clean to her and beg her for another chance. Instead, I ... found her.”
Sasha really hoped he wouldn’t cry. She didn’t think she had it in her to comfort him.
“Why would you keep this a secret, Greg? It gives you an alibi.”
“Two reasons. First, how would it look? I stole five grand from my estranged wife the same night she was murdered in our home? Come on, they’d just say we’d argued over the money when I got home and I’d killed her then.”
She had to agree that was a distinct possibility. “Okay. What’s the second reason?”
“I didn’t want to involve Nick. Ellen and Clarissa were close friends. I knew if Clarissa heard about Nick taking me to a poker game it would cause huge problems for Nick.”
“Do you think she did hear?”
Greg’s alibi could be problematic for Nick if it gave him a motive to kill his wife. The Greg and Nick Show was growing tiresome.
Greg shook his head. “No. None of her relatives were at the game.”
“This is great, though,” Sasha said, suddenly energized. “We don’t need Nick. The other players can alibi you.”
Greg made a face.
“What?”
“Maybe. I mean, I didn’t use my real name. Nick introduced me as Paul; he said I was an electrician he sometimes worked with. I was wearing a hat and sunglasses. It was dark in there. Yeah, maybe,” he shrugged.
“You wore a disguise?”
“No, no, that’s just my card-playing persona. You know, so no one can see my eyes.”
“Why the alias?”
“That was Nick’s idea. He doesn’t play in that game; he says it’s too rich for his blood, so he’s not real tight with that group. But he wanted to make sure it didn’t get back to Clarissa’s father or any of her brothers that he’d brought me. I know it sounds stupid now. I know.”
“Actually, Greg, it sounds unbelievable. As in, not credible,” she said.
“It’s the truth,” he insisted.
“That doesn’t really matter; it sounds like a lie.”
He clenched his jaw and was about to respond when Dickinson raised his arm and waved.
“Ms. McCandless,” he called, “I’m about to open Mr. Costopolous’s toolbox. I’d like you to witness this, ma’am.”
“Why’s he want you to watch?” Greg asked, as he followed Sasha down the stairs and across the flagstone path to the driveway.
“Apparently, Officer Dickinson is smarter than he seems. He wants to head off any claim that he tampered with the contents by having me watch him open it.”
They circled around to the pickup’s truck bed, and Dickinson lowered the gate and hopped down. He reached forward into the truck and pulled a long, steel box toward the edge of the gate; then he hefted it and lowered it to the ground slowly.
“Heavy,” he breathed.
He and Sasha crouched in the driveway, one on each side of the double-latched toolbox. Greg stood back.
Sasha could make out the contours of the box in the light cast by the recessed porch lights and the two lanterns mounted on the sides of the garage bays, but Dickinson switched on his heavy flashlight and aimed the beam onto the box.
“Wanna do the honors?” he asked.
She flipped open the latches and pulled back the lid. The top tray was divided into several small compartments that held nails, screws, bolts, screwdrivers, and a pair of wire cutters.
Dickinson reached over and removed the top tray. He shined the light down into the bottom of the box to reveal a level, a carpenter’s square, and some stubby pencils. No hammer. Just an empty hammer-sized slot.
He looked up at her. Even in the shadows, his triumph was plain.
Sasha’s stomach turned and she inhaled sharply.
Beside her, Greg whispered, “What’s wrong?”
Sasha shook her head, but it was Dickinson who answered.
“It appears your pal, the master carpenter, doesn’t have a hammer,” he said, grinning up at them.
Sasha forced herself not to respond. Greg reared his head back, stunned.
Dickinson replaced the tray, and was closing the lid when Sasha put a hand on his forearm to stop him.
“What’s that?” she said, leaning in to get a closer look at a square taped to the inside of the lid.
Dickinson bathed it in light.
It was a photograph of Clarissa, taken on her wedding day, judging by the veil that brushed her bare shoulders and the joy that filled her smile.
 



CHAPTER 36
Caroline rolled onto her left side and stared at the luminescent numbers on the alarm clock: 4:20. She sighed and flopped back to her right.
She closed her eyes again. It was no use. She glanced over at Ken. He breathed evenly and deeply—fully asleep. Careful not to disturb him, she eased herself from the bed and slipped her feet into the slippers lined up waiting for her. She picked up her soft cotton robe from the chair. Cinching it tight against the night chill, she tiptoed out of the bedroom and down the stairs, careful to avoid the squeaky board on the fourth step from the top.
She walked through dark rooms, confident in every step, with no need to turn on a light. When she reached the mudroom, she opened a drawer beside the utility sink and felt around until she located the slim orange flashlight. She flicked the switch forward with her thumb to test the light. Its beam was weak but adequate for the task.
She plucked her car keys from the pegboard hanging by the door and stepped out into the night, picking her way across the wet grass. The shortest path to the car was to cut across the lawn.
The flashlight illuminated about a foot of ground ahead. She kept her head down, looking for rocks or divots. The last thing she needed was to twist an ankle and have to explain to Ken why she was skulking around the backyard in her bathrobe in the middle of the night.
She hurried to the car and fumbled with the valet key, unwilling to press the electronic opener for fear that the beep would echo through the still night.
She reached into the passenger side and groped around under the seat to retrieve the files. After she’d locked the car door and closed it silently, she raced back to the house, suddenly feeling menaced by the darkness and the quiet.
Caroline pulled the door shut behind and engaged the lock. She hugged the files close to her chest and leaned against the door, the glass in its window cold against her back, and caught her breath.
Once her pulse slowed, she lowered the files and walked into the family room, where Ken had left a log in the fireplace, ready to burn if she’d joined him on the couch after dinner. But she hadn’t, so the fire had gone unlit.
She picked up the box of long wooden matches from the hearth and waited until her hands were steady to strike the match. She sat and watched the fire spark to life, waiting for it to grow, with the pile of documents resting in her lap.
 



CHAPTER 37
Sasha crept into her condo and eased the door shut with a soft click. She stepped out of her four-inch heels and padded up the stairs to the bedroom soundlessly.
Although part of her wished Connelly would hear her and wake up, she realized four-thirty in the morning was the very definition of an uncivilized hour, so she endeavored to make no noise.
She tiptoed through her darkened bedroom and into the bathroom. After closing the door, she patted the wall until she felt the light switch and turned it on. Harsh light flooded the bathroom, and she blinked.
She’d nearly finished brushing her teeth before her exhausted brain processed the fact that her toothbrush had been the only one in the toothbrush holder. She pivoted to check the shower: Connelly’s shampoo and body wash were gone, too. At that point, she knew, but she rolled open the top vanity drawer, anyway: no razor, no shaving cream. She let the drawer slam shut with a bang.
In the bedroom, her pulse twitching in her throat, she flicked the wall switch and bathed the empty room in light. No Connelly; no note; no sign that he’d spent the better part of a year sharing her bed.
She raced down the stairs and tore through the kitchen, banging open drawers and cabinets. His rice cooker, slow cooker, and mandolin were all gone. The ramekins he used when he made mini-soufflés for her birthday dinner—also gone.
She grabbed her phone from her bag and punched the speed dial. Connelly answered on the second ring, no sleep in his voice.
“Hello, Sasha.”
“Hello yourself. Where are you?”
“When it became apparent you weren’t coming home, I decided to sleep at my place.”
His place. His place was here, in her bed, not in an antiseptic, long-term corporate rental apartment in a business park near the airport.
“Why are you doing this?” she asked.
“What am I doing? I’m not the one who ran out on our last dinner. I’m not the one who’s too emotionally stunted to discuss our relationship.”
His words stung, but his tone was even.
“Emotionally stunted?” she repeated.
He sighed. “I don’t want to get into this with you. Not like this. Not now. I need to be on a plane in less than three hours.”
“You can’t make an accusation like that and then shut down the conversation, Connelly. And, you aren’t being fair. You’re acting like I chose not to spend tonight with you.”
“You did.”
“We’ve been over this: I have responsibilities to my clients,” Sasha bit off each word, trying to quell her frustration.
“Yes, you do. And to me. And to your family. But for some reason, your personal relationships are always expected to give in favor of your work. Why do you think that is?”
“Because the law is a jealous mistress. It’s a saying for a reason, Connelly. It’s part of the deal—”
He cut her off. “No, it’s a convenient excuse. You hide behind your work to keep people at a distance. You keep me at a distance.”
The adrenaline that had flooded her when she’d realized he’d left drained away, and her exhaustion returned.
“So, are you saying this is it? Eight hours ago you were asking me to uproot my life for you and now it’s over?”
She walked over to the window and pressed her forehead against the glass, looking down at the street below, while she waited for his answer.
“No. What I’m saying is, I’m moving. You’re welcome to join me, but I’m not going to ask you again. When you’re ready to talk about it, you know how to find me.”
“So, an ultimatum, then?”
“No, Sasha, a decision. I’ve made mine; you need to make yours,” he said in a gentle voice.
She just wanted to go to sleep.
“Can we table this discussion until next week, when you’re back in town?”
“I’m not coming back.”
“Of course you are. You can’t just quit the Department of Homeland Security without giving notice. Now you’re just overreacting.”
“Listen, I wasn’t going to tell you this—and I don’t want you to jump to any conclusions—but my early retirement wasn’t entirely by choice. I’ve been tagged as someone who is not a team player,” he said in a raw, hurt voice.
“That’s insane! Of course you’re a team player! You’re a top-notch investigator. You were instrumental in preventing Vivian and Irwin from crashing a second plane. And if you hadn’t helped me in Clear Brook County ...” she trailed off, her stomach sinking. “They’ve asked you to leave because of me, haven’t they? It’s because you helped me.”
“This is why I didn’t want to tell you. It’s not that simple, but, suffice it to say, my judgment has been called into question.” He coughed out a bitter laugh. “And, considering your reaction to my gift tonight, I’d say my judgment is pretty questionable.”
The ring. It had completely slipped her mind amidst all the criminal drama that had occupied her night.
She struggled for the right words and finally gave up, saying simply, “I’m sorry.”
“I know.”
“I love you.”
“I know that, too. And I love you, Sasha, but I’m tired. I need to catch a nap.”
“Okay. Well, goodbye then.”
“Goodbye. And Sasha?”
“Yeah?”
“I left you some simple recipes. They’re within your ability. Please feed yourself.”
She smiled despite herself.
“Goodnight, Connelly. Safe travels.”
She depressed the button, ending the call, and stared at the phone in her hand for a long moment. Then, she stumbled around her kitchen on autopilot, setting up coffee, charging her Blackberry, making preparations for a morning that was going to come all too soon.
She made her way back to the bedroom and collapsed face-down on top of her bedspread, still fully clothed. She was asleep within a minute.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Not quite two and a half hours later, she started awake, her heart hammering in her chest, convinced she’d overslept. She sprang up, pushed the hair out of her face, and blinked at the clock on her bedside table.
It wasn’t yet seven o’clock.
She sighed in relief and stretched. Her arms and legs were sore, tight with tension and tiredness. Her head was thick, clouded with fatigue and sadness.
Coffee. A hot shower. More coffee.
She’d feel better, and maybe the heaviness in her chest would vanish in the steam.
 



CHAPTER 38
Caroline focused hard on Mr. Prescott’s billing sheet. Although he’d spearheaded the firm’s purchase and installation of a cloud-based, computerized time entry system and made training in its use mandatory for all attorneys, he himself still recorded his own time in longhand on billing sheets that she had to special order from a stationery store.
His penmanship was thin, with a pronounced slant, and tended to degrade over the length of each line. She didn’t mind the task of deciphering his scrawls and, today, she particularly welcomed the concentration it required. It distracted her from what she’d done and hadn’t done.
She’d sat for nearly an hour, staring into the flames, but had been unable to burn the documents. They were back in her green bag. She had promised herself she’d shred them on her lunch break.
For now, she tried to decide if Mr. Prescott had “met with Management Committee re: public relations” or if he’d “met with mediation counsel re: political repercussions.” Did the latter even make sense?
She looked up as a brisk, business-like knock sounded at the exterior door and it swung open to reveal Samantha Davis.
“Mrs. Masters,” Samantha said, giving her a curt nod in greeting. No smile.
Caroline’s hands began to tremble and she dropped them to her lap. She smiled widely to hide her fear.
“Is Mr. Prescott expecting you?” she asked.
“Not exactly. But he’ll want to hear this,” Samantha said. She waved her small notebook.
Caroline’s stomach lurched. Samantha knew. But how? She resisted the urge to scan the ceiling for a hidden camera. Or perhaps Samantha had a tap on her home phone. The woman was former FBI, after all. How could she have been so stupid to have called her at home?
“Mrs. Masters, are you okay?”
Samantha’s voice brought Caroline back from the edge of panic.
“I’m so sorry. I’m suddenly feeling quite ill, actually.”
It was true enough, Caroline thought. She felt as though she could vomit.
Samantha appraised her. “You do look a little green around the gills. There’s a stomach bug going around downstairs; I hope you didn’t catch it.”
Caroline smiled weakly and buzzed Mr. Prescott.
“Yes?”
“Ms. Davis is here to see you.”
“Send her in,” Mr. Prescott instructed.
“Right away. And, Mr. Prescott?”
“Yes?”
“I’m afraid I’m not feeling well. I may need to go home. I’ll arrange for Lettie Conrad to cover your phones and otherwise assist you.”
Caroline chewed on her lower lip while she waited for his response. She’d never before asked to go home sick.
“Oh, by all means,” he said in a voice tinged with concern.
She knew the concern wasn’t for her. Mr. Prescott was something of a germaphobe. She suspected Lettie would spend the better part of her day disinfecting every surface in sight, lest Mr. Prescott find himself the victim of a contagion.
“Thank you,” she said.
She depressed the intercom button to end the conversation.
Samantha, who was on her way into Mr. Prescott’s office, turned and said, “Take care of yourself, Mrs. Masters.”
Caroline was sure the words carried a warning, or a threat, but she simply nodded. “I will.”
She gathered her keys and wallet, trying to will her hands not to shake. She decided the sooner she put some distance between her and Samantha Davis’s accusing gaze the better. She’d stop by Lettie’s workstation on her way out of the building.
She stood and forced herself to walk rather than run to the hallway.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Cinco stood with his hands clasped behind his back and contemplated the skyline. The morning sky was a vibrant blue, crisp and full of promise, completely at odds with his mood.
He had a low-grade headache from the previous evening’s drinking. Now he also had to worry about the invisible germs that lurked in his secretary’s workspace, waiting for him to rest a hand on the edge of desk or lean against the door. A shiver of disgust ran up his spine.
The door opened inward and Samantha Davis strode into the room.
“Good morning,” she said.
She stopped to blink at her surroundings and Cinco suppressed a smile. He’d forgotten she’d never been inside his space before. Most people needed a moment to absorb it.
He waited a beat and then motioned for her to have a seat on the snowy white leather couch.
“Please. Sit,” he said, as he lowered himself into one of the matching captain’s chairs that faced the couch.
“I’ll just stand, if that’s okay with you,” she said.
She looked out of place, planted in the middle of the room in her tailored pants suit, clutching her small notebook with both hands, with her spine straight and her eyes darting around the room.
“Whichever you prefer,” he told her, hoping to put her ease. He waved a hand, “So, you have something to report?”
“Two things,” she said, flipping the notebook open to a page that she’d marked with a post-it note. “One, I received a call from Detective Gilbert. The police have arrested Clarissa’s husband and charged him with her murder.”
“I know,” Cinco said. “He’s apparently retained Sasha McCandless to represent him.”
A silver eyebrow shot up Sam’s unlined forehead.
He wondered, not for the first time, why she didn’t color her hair. She was fit enough, and her skin smooth enough, that she could pass for a much younger woman if she chose.
“That’s an interesting coincidence—particularly given that he claims Mr. Lang is his alibi for the time of the murder,” Sam said.
Cinco tried to conceal his surprise.
“Greg Lang?”
“One and the same,” Sam confirmed.
He suppressed a frown. Volmer hadn’t mentioned that when he’d called to say Sasha was asking about Costopolous’s bond.
“I presume that means the police are no longer interested in our files?”
“Not at the moment,” Sam said. “The detective did ask that, for the time being, we suspend any document retention policy that would result in the destruction of files.”
“Certainly,” Cinco said, willing himself not to think about the files he’d instructed Caroline to shred. Sam had a tendency to make him nervous under the best of circumstances. Her piercing gaze always made him feel as though he had something to be ashamed of, even though he didn’t know what it was. Now that he was guilty of something, he had to resist the urge to squirm in his chair like a schoolboy in trouble with a nun.
She looked at him a moment longer and then said, “The second thing is that I have a location on Malcolm Vickers’s son.”
Cinco leaned forward, interested. “You do?”
She glanced down at her notebook. “Yes, I had originally hit a brick wall, because I searched for him under Vickers and his mother’s maiden name, but it turns out mom remarried—three times, actually—and moved to a different state with each new husband. All that moving around, plus the fact that the boy was adopted by stepdad number two, whose surname he kept, made him difficult to find. His legal name is Rich Moravian, and he lives here in town. Over on the South Side.”
She was about to rattle off the address, but Cinco interrupted her. “That’s quite good work, Sam.”
“Thank you, sir. Do you want the address?”
He wasn’t sure. If the others learned that he knew where Vickers’s son was, he feared they’d want to go confront him, or offer him money, or some nonsense. Hell, knowing Marco, he might want to challenge the guy to a duel. No, for now, it was better to have reasonable deniability.
“Not just yet,” he said.
She cocked her head and gave him a quizzical look. Then she said, “You know, I discovered something odd when I ran down the ex-Mrs. Vickers’s full matrimonial history.”
“Oh?” he said, trying to keep the fear out of his voice. “And what’s that?”
She closed her notebook and looked hard at him. “When Marcus and Jessa Vickers divorced, she was matched through Neighborhood Legal Services’ pro bono program with lawyers right here at this firm.”
Cinco’s tongue shot out of his mouth and wet his lips, as though of its own volition.
“Really?” he squeaked.
“Really. But not just any attorneys: Ellen Mortenson; Clarissa Costopolous; and a woman named Martine Landry,” Sam said.
He looked at her inscrutable face, unable to read anything behind the words.
“That’s quite a coincidence,” he finally said.
She stared at him in silence for a moment that threatened to stretch on forever.
Cinco was on the edge of blurting out a confession—to what, he didn’t know—when she finally gave a curt nod.
“That’s what I thought,” she agreed.
 



CHAPTER 39
Sasha glared up at the bored-looking guard manning the metal detector as the line of irritated people who were queued up behind her, mainly tired-eyed women toting toddlers on their hips, mumbled curses and shuffled their feet on the tile floor.
He looked back at her with no expression.
“I said, are you wearing an underwire bra?” he repeated.
“Yes,” she said evenly. She took a breath and exhaled slowly, “As I said, I’m Mr. Costopolous’s attorney, and he needs these clothes for a court appearance later this morning ...”
“And, as I said, I don’t care if you’re Marcia Clark. You aren’t on the attorney list, so you’ll have to comply with all the policies that apply to the general public or you can’t see your boy. There’s a ladies’ room around to the right or you can wriggle out of your bra right here. Your choice, but you lose your place in line if you go to the restroom.” He smirked at her.
She stared at him and then shrugged. She unbuttoned her suit jacket and placed it across the metal table set up beside the x-ray belt. Then she snaked her right hand down through the neckline of the front of her sheath dress until she reached the clasp between her breasts. Grateful she had the good luck to have worn a bra that closed in the front, she opened the clasp. Then she lowered the straps, eased out her arms, and wormed the bra out of her dress through the right armhole. She flung it on the x-ray belt to scattered applause from the impatient line.
Without a word, she crossed the threshold of the metal detector a second time. Hearing no beep this time, she snatched her bra off the belt and retrieved her bag, jacket, and Nick’s clothes.
The guard put an arm out to stop her.
“Not so fast, ma’am.”
“Now what?”
He smiled. “Our visitor information clearly states no sleeveless dresses are permitted.”
She knew he was baiting her. She knew he wanted her to lose her temper. And she knew she was about to explode anyway.
She gritted her teeth, but before she could respond, she heard a familiar laugh over her shoulder.
“Now, you tell Rosalie I asked after her,” Larry Steinfeld said, clasping a white-haired, paunchy guard on the shoulder.
The two men skirted the line of visitors and made their way around the metal detector. The guard slowed his pace to match Larry’s labored walk with the cane. As they approached, Sasha could hear the guard trying to convince Larry to take Bertie on an Alaskan cruise.
“We saw salmon jumping right out of the water!” the guard said, using his hands to mimic the motion.
He stopped short when they reached Sasha and her tormentor. The metal bar on his lapel read “Jagowski,” but Sasha had begun to think of him as Officer Jag-off.
Larry spoke first. “Tom, I’d like you to meet my colleague, Sasha McCandless. She’s not only a talented lawyer, she’s one of Daniel’s best students.”
The man smiled and extended his right hand. “Tom Murtry. It’s a pleasure.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Sasha managed, flushed with embarrassment over the lacy, black bra dangling from her left hand.
After releasing her hand, Tom fixed his younger colleague with a look.
“Captain, she’s not on the attorney list,” Officer Jag-off began.
Tom ignored him and spoke to Sasha.
“Officer Jagowski apologizes for his confusion. I’ll show you to the female officers’ locker room, so you can, uh, put yourself back together in private.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Sasha said.
He smiled. “If Larry’s right, and you’re one of Daniel’s best students, I appreciate your not breaking Officer Jagowski’s nose. It would have meant a lot of paperwork for me.”
Jagowski reddened and returned to his metal detector duties without another word. He was greeted by a smattering of hoots from the waiting line.
“Thank you,” Sasha whispered to Larry as they followed the captain along a narrow, brightly lit hallway.
Larry just patted her arm with his free hand.
They stopped in front of a door marked “Personnel Only.” Tom knocked on the door and then ushered Sasha inside.
It looked like the locker room of every gym she’d ever seen. Rows of metal lockers lined the walls, and long scarred wooden benches ran along the middle of the room.
She made quick work of her sartorial repairs. After putting on her bra and zipping up her dress, she stood in front of a warped, smudged mirror and examined herself. She buttoned her jacket and smoothed her hair. She was as ready as she’d ever be.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Sasha and Larry sat side by side at the small metal table in the attorney visiting room and waited for the guards to bring Nick in. The county jail apparently shared an interior designer with the homicide squad. Same furniture, same carpet, same paint.
Larry was doodling a series of interlocking circles on his legal pad. They looked like chains. Not a good sign.
Sasha picked up her own pen and scribbled, “Can we talk freely in here?” She nudged Larry and pointed to it.
He shook his head no.
She figured. Despite the fact that attorney-client conversations were protected by privilege, she had heard that privilege was considered a joke by law enforcement. She took her pen and drew a series of loops across the words so they were no longer legible.
They heard boots striking tile, and then the door swung open. Two guards, one black and one white, entered the room with Nick sandwiched between them. His hands were cuffed together in front. He shuffled awkwardly because the cuffs were connected by a chain to leg manacles. He looked tired. Dazed.
The white guard pushed him into the empty seat.
The black guard addressed Sasha. “You have clothes for his court appearance?”
She handed over the bag and the suit.
“For future reference, court appearance clothes are accepted between seven and nine p.m. only and not more than three days before the scheduled appearance.”
She opened her mouth to explain that Nick had only been booked hours earlier but decided it wasn’t worth the effort, especially because Tom Murtry had probably pulled some strings to get them to accept the clothes.
“Got it. Thanks,” she said.
He nodded.
Larry said, “The handcuffs aren’t necessary, son. We aren’t afraid of our client.”
The white guard shrugged and unchained Nick’s hands. “Suit yourselves. Heard he killed his pregnant wife. Don’t expect him to have mercy on an old man and a chick. Just bang on the door when you’re done or if he attacks you.”
They left, banging the door closed and locking it behind them.
Nick rubbed his wrists and then ran his hands through his hair, making it stand on end. He stared at Sasha, unblinkingly.
“Well?” he said.
Sasha didn’t see much point in asking how he was holding up. The answer was evident.
She introduced Larry. “Nick, this is Larry Steinfeld. He’s retired now, but he served as an attorney for the Federal Public Defender and the ACLU for years. He’s regarded as a scholar in the criminal procedure area.”
Larry waved away the praise. He reached out to shake Nick’s hand and said, “You have a fine lawyer, Mr. Costopolous, a fine lawyer. She’s humoring me by letting me relieve my boredom by tagging along.”
“Great. Good. Pleased to meet you,” Nick said, shaking Larry’s hand but staring at Sasha. “When are you getting me out of this hellhole?”
“I can only imagine how eager you are to get home, Nick. And today’s court appearance is step one in that process, okay? I need you to keep it together. At eleven-thirty, we’ll have a preliminary arraignment in front of a judge. In all likelihood, an assistant district attorney will show up to read the charges and ask for a bail amount. We won’t present your defense. You’ll just plead not guilty, and the judge will set bail. Short and sweet, okay?”
“And then?” Nick demanded.
“And then, we hope, you’ll be transported back here while Ms. McCandless makes the necessary arrangements to pay the cashier,” Larry explained.
“I’m not coming back here!” Nick banged his fist against the metal table for emphasis.
Larry flicked his eyes toward the door and frowned, letting Sasha know that Nick had to stay calm in case the guards were listening.
Sasha smiled at Nick and hoped it came across as reassuring.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, okay?” she said.
He curled his lips back into a snarl. “I mean it.”
“It should only be for a few hours at most,” Larry said.
Nick shook his head. “I won’t come back here.”
Larry glanced at Sasha and then met Nick’s eyes. “If your concern is being returned to the general population, I’ll arrange for you to be held in the processing area. You’ll be in the holding cell. It’s ... more public.”
Suddenly, Sasha realized Nick’s panic was about being attacked by a fellow inmate. She wondered what had happened the previous night.
“Can you do that? You’re sure?” Nick asked, his anger bleeding away, replaced by desperation.
Larry’s eyes were careful behind his glasses, “I should be able to make that happen, but, of course, there are no guarantees. There are no guarantees about any of this, but the preliminary arraignment is usually a formality. Often, the arresting officer attends instead of an assistant district attorney. Sometimes they even handle it through a videoconference.”
Nick strained forward, agitated and anxious.
“So, it should be a piece of cake?” he asked, his voice cracking.
Sasha looked at Larry.
Larry shrugged and said, “Ordinarily, yes, but you need to understand you have some bad facts.”
“Right, the pictures. But I explained that to Sasha. You just have to find that girl,” Nick said.
“It’s not just the pictures,” Sasha said.
“What else?” he asked.
She leaned in close to him. She supposed if the guards were listening, they’d hear her even if she whispered, but she lowered her voice anyway. “Why did you tell Gilbert he could search your truck?”
Nick shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t have anything to hide. I know you told me not to talk to him, but I just thought maybe if I cooperated, he’d realize this was all a huge mistake and let me go home.”
Unbelievable.
Sasha looked at him. He looked back at her.
“You don’t know, do you?” she asked.
“Know what?” Nick asked, confusion clouding his face.
“Officer Dickinson searched your truck and then opened your toolbox.”
“And?” Nick prompted.
“And,” she said, staring hard at her client, “your hammer was missing.”
He jerked back like she’d slapped him. Disbelief, chased by panic, flooded his eyes.
“What? No, that’s not possible,” he said in a loud, strained voice.
“Keep your voice down,” Larry warned him.
Nick gave no indication that he’d heard. He grabbed Sasha’s right arm. “That can’t be right,” he insisted.
Sasha placed her hand over his.
“Nick, I was there. I saw it for myself. There was no hammer in your toolbox,” she said as gently as she could manage in the face of his idiocy.
He looked at her, puzzled. “It doesn’t make sense. I didn’t use ...” he stopped midsentence.
“You didn’t use what, son?” Larry asked.
Nick bit his lip.
“Nick?” Sasha prompted him.
“Sorry,” he said, slowly, “I’m trying to think. I haven’t used my hammer in several days and I don’t always lock my truck when it’s in my driveway or the garage. Someone must have stolen my hammer.”
Larry and Sasha exchanged a look.
“When’s the last time you opened your tool box?” Sasha asked.
“Let’s see. I did a walkthrough of a job site with the general contractor on Wednesday, so I didn’t need it then. On Tuesday, I was waiting for a materials delivery,” he said, chewing on the inside of his cheek while he thought back further. Finally, he said, “Last Friday. I was installing wainscoting in a dining room in Aspinwall.”
“So your hammer could have gone missing at any point in the past seven days?” Sasha asked.
“It had to have,” Nick said forcefully.
The three of them looked at one another wordlessly.
Nick broke the silence.
“I’m being framed.”
 



CHAPTER 40
Caroline hesitated on the sidewalk, her hand on the door. She exhaled, pushed the door inward, and stepped inside as bells jangled overhead to announce her arrival.
To her right, sat a coffee shop. The heady scent of roasted coffee beans and the clatter of dishes drifted out through the entrance. Directly in front of her, at the end of a short hallway, a stairwell led to the second floor and, according to a discreet brass sign, The Law Offices of Sasha McCandless, P.C.
Caroline gripped the handrail and started up the stairs.
She’d fully planned to drive straight home and climb into her bed when she’d left the office. But after she’d exited the garage, she’d turned left instead of right and then had just flowed with the light, late-morning traffic until she’d reached Bigelow Boulevard. Almost without realizing it, she’d ended up, not in Upper St. Clair, but in Shadyside.
She’d pulled into a metered spot on Ellsworth Avenue and fed a handful of quarters into the parking meter. As she’d walked the block and a half, the autumn sun and the brilliant blue sky had barely registered through her trouble and worry. Not until she’d stood in front of the building that housed Sasha’s legal office had she admitted to herself that it had been her destination all along.
The stairs dumped her out in the second-floor hallway, which was lined with three doors along each side. The first door on the right had a brass nameplate that matched the sign at the bottom of the stairs.
Caroline braced herself then rapped on the door. Her heart fluttered in her chest. No response.
She waited a moment. Then she knocked again, harder this time. Directly behind her, the first door on the left swung open.
Caroline turned to see a slim African-American woman standing in the doorway. She was not young, not old. She looked familiar, but Caroline couldn’t place her.
“Sasha’s not in, Mrs. Masters,” the woman said, gesturing toward the other door.
Caroline searched her memory but found no name to attach to the woman.
“Please, call me Caroline,” she said with a weak smile.
The woman arched a brow and waited. Finally, she said, “Naya Andrews.”
Caroline nodded. Of course. The former litigation legal assistant with the take-no-prisoners attitude.
“Please forgive me, Naya. I have a great deal on my mind, and your name escaped me. How do you like it here—working for Sasha?”
Caroline realized she was prattling; her nerves were getting the better of her.
Naya blinked, then said, “It’s great. Like I said, though, she’s out of the office this morning.”
Caroline tugged on the straps over her left shoulder, hugging the supple, green leather bag to her body.
“When do you expect her back?” she asked.
Naya shrugged. “She’s in a client meeting. She’s going straight to court from there, so not until lunchtime, at the earliest.”
Caroline checked her watch. It was after eleven.
“I’ll wait.”
“Why don’t you get a bite in the coffee shop downstairs?” Naya suggested. “They have great salads. I’ll tell Sasha you’re here when she gets in.”
“I’d rather not,” Caroline said.
Naya frowned at her but said nothing.
“Please,” Caroline said, her eyes filling with tears, “I really don’t have an appetite and ... I think I need a lawyer.”
Naya looked hard at her for a few seconds, then she stepped to the side and ushered her into the office.
“In that case, come on in and we’ll get a client intake started,” she said, handing Caroline a box of tissues.
 



CHAPTER 41
Sasha and Larry walked across the lot from the county jail to the Municipal Court building.
Sasha had assumed the preliminary arraignment would be held in the imposing stone castle that housed the Allegheny County Court of Common Pleas, but Larry had set her straight. Not until the formal arraignment would a criminal defendant, even in a homicide, set foot in the big courthouse. Preliminary arraignments and preliminary hearings were handled by Municipal Court judges, just like traffic citations.
They proceeded without incident through the metal detectors at the entrance of the hulking brick and glass building. Sasha was pleased to see that the members of the bench apparently did not live in fear of her lingerie.
Up three flights, the courtroom of the Honorable Laurel Foster was a bazaar scene. They entered the room and were met by a din of wheedling, peddling, and bargaining, as lawyers tried to hammer out deals before the judge took the bench. It was like an island market after a cruise ship had pulled into port and unloaded a crowd of sunburned tourists. Of course, these vendors weren’t hawking woven blankets, shot glasses, and tchotchkes, but reduced jail sentences, probation, and in-patient treatment programs. The mood struck Sasha as insufficiently somber, given the stakes involved. Larry seemed unperturbed.
She pulled him out into the hallway.
“Walk me through this one more time, please,” she said.
Larry had insisted it would be an easy appearance to wing, but winging it was not her style. Sasha felt jittery. It was her practice to quell her jitters by preparing, preparing some more, and then over-preparing for her courtroom appearances. Unfortunately, she had had neither the time nor the knowledge necessary to adequately rehearse for her criminal court debut.
“It’s like we told Nick. Either Detective Gilbert or some harried assistant district attorney will show up. Most likely, it’ll be an ADA who was hit with a stack of files when he walked in this morning and hasn’t had time to do anything more than glance through them—if that. Whoever it is will read the charges in a bored voice and ask for a high bail amount. There’s not going to be anything dramatic,” Larry assured her. “Municipal Court is all about efficiency; keeping the clogged wheel of justice turning. Stand up, poke Nick to get him to say not guilty, agree to the bail amount, get assigned a preliminary hearing date, and then sit down.”
“Okay. Now, tell me again why the assistant district attorney isn’t going to charge him with first-degree murder?” she asked.
She had reviewed Pennsylvania’s criminal code after her morning run and had read that bail was not an option if the defendant faced charges that carried a life sentence or the death penalty. A first-degree murder conviction would result in a mandatory life sentence.
Larry said, “What’s the upside? From what you’ve told me, they don’t have anything. It’s all conjecture—he was cheating and she asked for a divorce. So what? Half of all marriages end in divorce, not murder. They’ll charge him with criminal homicide, like they did Mr. Lang, and get their ducks in a row. Later, at the formal arraignment, after they’ve had a month, two months to gather evidence, maybe they’ll amend the charges. But now? It’s not worth it.”
He sounded certain. And the district attorney’s office had agreed to bail for Greg.
Sasha could feel her jangled nerves begin to unkink.
Then Larry continued, “What you should be worrying about is what you’re going to say if the ADA comes charging off the elevator looking for you to make a deal before your case gets called.”
Sasha shook her head. This again. Larry believed the district attorney would offer Nick a deal similar to the one Greg Lang had rejected: plead to voluntary manslaughter and serve a term of seven-and-a-half to ten years. And Larry believed Nick should jump on it.
“You were there, Larry. He has an explanation for everything: his hammer was stolen; he was rescuing that girl. He believes he can explain this away. And, frankly, I think he’s right about being framed,” Sasha said.
Larry shook his head. “So what if he is? If they offer him a deal like they offered Greg, he should take it.”
The courtroom door swung open and a middle-aged man wearing his hair in a short ponytail poked his head out and shouted, “The bailiff said the bus is here.”
“The bus?” Sasha asked, as he pulled his head back in and disappeared into the courtroom.
“The transport vehicle from the prison,” Larry explained. “They drive the defendants across the parking lot. It would be quicker to walk them, but I suppose they have security concerns. Let’s go in and find seats. The session will start soon.”
They fell in with the mass of lawyers streaming into the courtroom. Nick’s case was eighteenth on the list, so they found seats toward the middle of the gallery and settled in.
Larry passed the time receiving visitors. Every third lawyer who passed by stopped to ask about retirement, Bertie, or his canasta game. Sasha gave everyone who stopped a smile and a nod but kept her focus on her notes. Mere formality or not, she did not intend to embarrass herself at her first preliminary arraignment.
The bailiff stood up behind his cheap wood laminate desk and announced, “Okay, boys and girls, take your seats. Judge is on her way.”
The chatter died instantly, and the stragglers hustled to find empty spaces on the rows of long benches, tripping over litigation bags and crawling over their colleagues, so they could sit down, only to pop back up when the judge appeared.
The door from chambers swung open, and several dozen heads turned in expectant unison. But it was just the judge’s interns. One female, one male. Both impossibly young. They settled in two folding chairs set up alongside the bailiff’s table and powered up their laptops, balancing them on their knees.
A moment later the door opened again. This time, it was not a drill.
“All rise. The Honorable Laurel Foster presiding,” the bailiff intoned in a loud, clear voice.
As one, attorneys stood, shoulders brushing shoulders in the cramped room. Larry pushed himself up with his cane.
“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” the judge said with a bright smile. “Have a seat, if you were lucky enough to find one.”
As they lowered themselves to the benches, she continued, “Anyone who wants to introduce himself or herself to his or her client, feel free to go back to the holding pen. Attorneys only—no family. Just keep it brief, please.”
A dozen or so lawyers stood and headed for the door. The back rows, packed with a mass of humanity in varying degrees of cleanliness and inappropriate dress, watched them go with naked jealousy. Sasha assumed these were the defendants’ family members. She didn’t see anyone who resembled Nick.
She leaned toward Larry. He shook his head before she had a chance to speak.
“Pfft,” he stage whispered, “don’t even think about it. There’s no privacy. The real skells back there, the career criminals, all have ADAs on speed dial. They’ll listen to your conversation and try to use it to barter their way to a better deal.”
The judge adjusted her square-framed glasses and frowned down at her calendar.
“Well, as is always the case, we’ve got a jam-packed morning. I’m hopeful you fine people have spent your time wisely and we’ll be able to dispose of some of these matters rapidly. All the same, I hope everyone had a hearty breakfast in anticipation of a late lunch.”
The bailiff, who’d been muttering into his phone in a low rumble, slammed down the receiver and approached the bench. He waved a piece of notebook paper at the judge as he neared her.
She covered the microphone with her hand, and he whispered in her ear, showing her the paper. Sasha watched her short, curly hair bob wildly as she nodded her head. It was a quick, annoyed motion. She took the sheet of paper, scowled at it, and then swung the microphone back toward her.
“It appears we’re going to have a special guest star today. The District Attorney herself is going to handle the preliminary arraignment for The Commonwealth v. Nicholas Costopolous.” The judge paused and read from the paper the bailiff had handed her, “So, Attorney McCandless, come on down, you’re our first contestant. Your client’s on his way.”
Sasha’s mouth went dry. She whipped her head around and stared at Larry, whose eyes were wide and puzzled. He opened his palms and shrugged.
They stood and walked to the front of the room. Sasha could barely hear the buzzing crowd over the sound of her blood rushing in her ears. She steadied her hands and placed her legal pad on the table, then she pulled out a chair for Larry. While he lowered himself into it and arranged his cane and his papers, she concentrated on bringing down her heart rate.
“Welcome to Municipal Court, Ms. McCandless,” the judge said. “Good to see you, Larry.”
“Thank you, your honor,” Sasha said.
Larry made a gesture as though he were tipping an invisible hat toward the bench.
The Judge smiled at him and then caught her female intern’s eyes.
“I have to confess I find it refreshing,” she continued, “as a woman and as a jurist, to be presiding over a matter where both sides are represented by women. It’s surprisingly rare, even in this day and age.”
Sasha was saved from responding by the arrival of two deputy sheriffs escorting Nick up the aisle. She noted with approval that he had cleaned up nicely. In fact, having run a comb through his thick hair and dressed in an expensive Italian suit, he looked more presentable than most of the attorneys in the room, even with two days’ growth on his face.
The handcuffs clamped around his wrists and the stubble were reminders that he’d spent the night in a cement block cell.
The officers deposited him in the empty seat between Sasha and Larry and retreated, leaning against the wall, bored but watchful.
Nick clenched his jaw and leaned in to whisper in Sasha’s ear. His breath was hot and minty.
“What’s going on? They called me out of order. This better not be about a deal. I told you, no deal,” he said in a low growl.
Sasha started to whisper back that she doubted they’d have to worry about rejecting a deal, given the circumstances, but the door swung open again, and Nick turned his head.
Allegheny County District Attorney Diana Jeffries raced in, trailed by two ADAs, whose arms were loaded with accordion files. She dropped her handbag on the table with a thud. Her minions placed the files alongside it silently.
“Good morning, Ms. Jeffries,” the judge said,
Sasha thought she detected a hint of steel behind the judge’s smile.
“Good morning, your honor. The People appreciate your willingness to accommodate our scheduling request,” the district attorney replied, smoothing her boucle skirt across her hips.
Sasha noted that the highest-ranking prosecutor in the county was wearing a sweater set and skirt to court. Sasha’s late mentor, Noah Peterson, used to shake his head when a female attorney showed up for a court appearance having interpreted “suit” to mean any two pieces from her wardrobe. He believed jurors and male attorneys took women less seriously and that dressing down only compounded the problem. Sasha tended to agree and always wore a suit to a court appearance, client meeting, or deposition.
Despite the district attorney’s appearance, Sasha had no intention of underestimating her. Diana Jeffries was a career prosecutor. She’d worked her way up through the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Western District of Pennsylvania during the 1990s. When she’d resigned to run for District Attorney in 2002, she’d been the chief of the organized crime division. But she’d seen her opening.
Much-revered District Attorney Jack Adamson had announced he wasn’t seeking reelection, and his top deputies had slung so much mud at one another in their efforts to get the spot, that the voters had elected an outsider instead. The straight shooter from the U.S. Attorney’s Office was popular with women, minorities, and Catholics.
After a decade in office, she’d shown herself to be tough as nails and committed to juvenile diversion programs. The scuttlebutt among the bar was that she was essentially unbeatable, and the liberal, avowed atheist law school professor who was challenging her in the upcoming election didn’t stand a chance. Sasha couldn’t think of a single good reason why she was handling Nick’s preliminary arraignment personally.
The district attorney shrugged out of her cardigan and hung it over the back of her chair. Her pale arms were covered with constellations of freckles.
“Are we all ready?” the judge asked.
“Yes, your honor,” Sasha and Diana said in unison. Larry and Nick nodded. They all stood.
The two ADAs sat motionless until their boss glared at them. Then they got to their feet with palpable reluctance. They were sulking, probably put out at having the district attorney swoop in and take over at the last minute. If they’d worked at private firms, Sasha thought, they’d be used to that sort of limelight hogging by this point in their careers.
“Then let’s get down to business. This is the preliminary arraignment in the matter of The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania v. Nicholas Costopolous,” Judge Foster said in a crisp voice.
Diana reached for a file, and the assistant district attorney to her left pushed it toward her. She opened the folder and ran her finger down the top sheet of paper, stopping about a third of the way down the page. She held her finger there and said, “Your honor, the Commonwealth is charging the defendant with first-degree murder in the heinous killing of Clarissa Costopolous and with first-degree murder of an unborn child in the death of her fetus.”
Sasha’s stomach sank and bile rose in her throat as a wave of understanding washed over her. The fetus. The District Attorney was going to cement her stranglehold over the election next month by making Nick’s case big news. The law professor challenger for her office had gone on record as calling the criminal statute governing crimes against unborn children a back-door attempt by fundamentalists to disenfranchise women and undermine Roe v. Wade. His argument, though legally sound, had not been well received. And now, Nick was going to be cannon fodder.
Sasha looked at Larry. His eyes were closed, and he slowly shook his head. He looked how she felt. They were screwed.
Judge Foster’s face clouded as she, too, realized what had just happened. The District Attorney had just hijacked the preliminary arraignment for her own purposes.
Diana pressed on. “Of course, because the maximum penalty for these charges is the death penalty, bail is out of the question.”
A murmur rose from the gallery. Sasha shot to her feet. Nick tugged on her sleeve, but she kept her eyes on the judge.
“Your honor? Is the District Attorney saying she’s going to seek the death penalty in this case?” Sasha heard her voice say the words, but it sounded far away.
“Good question. Ms. Jeffries?” the judge asked, turning to the district attorney.
The district attorney hesitated, then said, “It would be premature to make that decision at this time. It’s not off the table, however.”
“Understood,” the judge said. She stared down at her hands for a moment and then raised her head and looked straight at Nick, although she addressed Sasha. “Ms. McCandless, regardless of the death penalty issue, murder in the first degree and murder in the first degree of an unborn child both carry a mandatory life sentence if the defendant is convicted. So, bail is not an option. That’s mandated by statute. The defendant is remanded to custody until his preliminary hearing.”
Sasha heard Nick swallow a moan.
Larry stood, leaning awkwardly on the table, and said, “Your honor, the defendant requests the earliest possible preliminary hearing date, given the circumstances.”
“I think that’s fair,” the judge said. She looked at the bailiff. “Can we give them a time on Monday?”
The bailiff flipped through some papers, and said, “Nine-thirty works.”
“With all due respect,” Diana began.
The judge cut her off. “Mr. Costopolous is entitled to a speedy determination. If the Commonwealth wants to play this game, it should be prepared to play. Nine-thirty on Monday it is.”
“Yes, your honor,” Diana said.
Nick was pale and shaking.
“I can’t do this,” he whispered to Sasha.
“You have to,” she said. She squeezed his hand, in equal parts to comfort him and to steady herself.
“Sasha. I didn’t kill her. You have to get me out of jail, please,” he begged her.
“Okay,” the judge said, “next up, The People v. Hector Allonde.”
In a daze, Sasha gathered her papers while the deputies came to take Nick back to prison. As they marched him down the hall, he twisted his neck and stared back at Sasha, his dark eyes pained and frightened.
She waited for Larry, and they walked together down the aisle under the curious, sympathetic gaze of the assembled attorneys. Sasha pushed open the heavy doors that led into the hallway and held them for Larry. She felt hot and suddenly tired. Nick was already gone, whisked away to be caged—for the weekend, if he was lucky; for the rest of his life, if he wasn’t.
As soon as the doors had closed behind her, one of the assistant district attorneys who’d been at the table with Diana trotted over to Sasha and shoved some papers at her wordlessly.
“What’s this?”
He fixed his eyes on the floor and said, “Complaint in The Commonwealth versus Greg Lang. The preliminary hearing is set for Monday afternoon.”
Sasha blinked at the papers in her hand and then looked at Diana Jeffries, who stood with her other assistant, smiling and laughing, by the elevator bank.
“Are you kidding?” Larry asked.
The assistant didn’t bother to answer; he just scurried over to wait for elevator with his boss. Diana glanced over and smiled a cold smile at Sasha and Larry.
“Ms. McCandless, call my office if you’d like to discuss a deal. I’ll be in until five today,” she called across the hall.
“Don’t respond to that,” Larry said, banging his cane on the floor for emphasis. “Come on, we’re taking the stairs.”
“Larry, you can’t manage the stairs,” Sasha said. She’d love to take the stairs, but the man relied on a cane to get around.
“I’d sooner crawl down the stairwell than share an elevator with that dirty bird,” Larry said.
Sasha had no intention of standing in the hallway and arguing with an irate, cane-wielding man. “Okay, let’s go,” she agreed.
They took the stairs slowly and silently, both still reeling from the district attorney’s surprise attack.
When they stepped out into the parking lot, they walked headlong into a crowd of jostling, shouting camera people and reporters. In the center, sporting freshly reapplied lipstick, stood Diana Jeffries. She’d assumed a solemn face and was gesturing with her hands. Based on the downward chopping motion she was making, she was either explaining how to split a log or describing how Clarissa Costopolous had been pummeled until the life drained out of her ... and the baby she was carrying.
“Don’t run,” Larry said without moving his lips, “but don’t engage them either.”
They walked toward their cars, both careful not to make eye contact with any of the press, but several of the teams peeled off from Diana’s press conference and headed toward Sasha and Larry.
“No comment?” Sasha asked as they stopped beside Larry’s car. Her Passat was parked six rows away.
“If they catch you, you have to say something,” Larry responded, as he shoved his key into the lock on his boxy, ancient Volvo wagon. He eased himself behind the wheel and locked the door, waving goodbye as he started the engine.
Sasha waved back and headed for her car. A reporter for WTAE trotted up alongside her, shadowed by a cameraman. She quickened her pace, but the reporter ran around in front of her and blocked her path.
“Are we rolling?” the reporter asked his cameraman over his shoulder.
“Yeah, you’re good,” the cameraman replied, aiming the bulky equipment at Sasha.
“Ms. McCandless, Seth Champerton, WTAE news. Can you confirm that you represent both of the Lady Lawyer Killers?” He shoved the microphone at her.
She suppressed a groan at the name. Of course, the journalists had come up with a name, they couldn’t resist. She still remembered the rapist who had terrorized Shadyside in the mid-1980s. Back then, the reporters had named him Sneaky. Sasha had been in elementary school and hadn’t understood the concept of rape, but she’d imagined Sneaky dressed like the Hamburglar from the McDonald’s ads, tiptoeing around with a mask and a bag. The Lady Lawyer Killers was easily as bad.
“I represent Greg Lang and Nick Costopolous, both of whom have been wrongfully accused in their wives’ deaths, if that’s what you mean,” Sasha said in a neutral voice.
“What do you think about the District Attorney’s decision to charge Mr. Costopolous under the Unborn Child Statute?” he asked, making his eyes wide.
“Mr. Costopolous didn’t kill his wife. And, he didn’t kill his unborn child. In fact, he had no idea that his wife was pregnant until the police told him last night. So, his grief at the loss of his wife is now compounded by a sorrow you and I can only imagine,” Sasha said, staring straight at Champerton instead of the camera. “In any event, I’m confident that once the district attorney has had an opportunity to gather and analyze the evidence in this case, she’ll conclude that the facts don’t support a first-degree murder count under any statute.”
“So, Mr. Costopolous claims it was a crime of passion?”
“No, Mr. Costopolous maintains his innocence.” She looked directly at the camera.
Champerton switched gears. “Do you have any comment about District Attorney Jeffries’s motion to revoke Mr. Lang’s bond and remand him to custody until trial?”
Sasha ignored the question. Instead, she said, “Both Mr. Lang and Mr. Costopolous are victims here, Seth. These men lost their wives. They didn’t just lose them; they had them torn violently from their lives. What they want and deserve is the opportunity to grieve in private. As you likely know, Ellen Mortenson and Clarissa Costopolous were my former colleagues. I mourn their passing, too. But I think they’d both appreciate knowing their husbands’ rights are being protected.”
Champerton hesitated, chastened and unsure what to say. Sasha saw her opening. She nodded at the camera and hustled into her car. She had the keys in the ignition and was driving off before the reporter had formulated a response.
 



CHAPTER 42
Sasha headed straight for Naya’s office. She pushed through the door without bothering to knock first.
“Why didn’t you answer your phone? I’ve been trying to call you since ...” Sasha trailed off when she realized Naya wasn’t alone.
Caroline Masters, impeccably dressed in an ivory silk blouse and a black skirt, sat in Naya’s guest chair, dabbing at her red-rimmed eyes with a tissue.
Naya inclined her head toward Caroline to let Sasha know she’d been busy.
“Caroline, could you excuse us for a moment? I need to speak to Naya in private,” Sasha said.
“Of course,” Caroline answered in a ragged voice that left no question she’d been crying.
Naya followed Sasha across the hall into her office. Sasha stopped just inside the door and turned to Naya.
“What’s she doing here?”
“She needs a lawyer, Mac. Thank God you’re back; I’ve been holding her hand all morning,” Naya said.
“Whatever her issue is, make her an appointment for next week and then get rid of her. Please,” Sasha added.
“I think you should listen to what she has to say. What’s got your panties in a knot, anyway? Did Prescott & Talbott back out on the bail?”
“I wish. No. The District Attorney showed up personally and read the charges: murder in the first degree and murder of an unborn child in the first degree.”
“Ouch. No bail, then,” Naya said.
“Yeah, no bail. He’s spending the weekend in custody. We got the judge to set the preliminary hearing for Monday morning, though. So maybe we can get him out then.”
“That’s good,” Naya said.
“You’d think so. But after the arraignment, the DA served us with a motion to revoke Greg’s bail. That hearing is set for Monday afternoon,” Sasha said.
“I guess I know how we’re spending our weekend.”
Sasha nodded. “Right. So, can you get rid of Caroline?”
“Trust me. You want to hear her out,” Naya answered in a firm voice.
Sasha lacked the energy to argue with her.
“Fine,” Sasha said, “let’s talk to her. But when Larry gets here, you’re going to have to peel off and help him. He can only stay for a few hours. He’s got to get out of here before sundown.”
Larry and Bertie observed Shabbat, the Jewish sabbath. He would be unavailable beginning at sunset and lasting until three stars were visible in the night sky on Saturday. Given Larry and Bertie’s regular bedtime, she didn’t expect him to be back at work again until Sunday morning, at the earliest. Naya, similarly, would be unavailable most of Sunday, because her weekly Baptist church service stretched on for hours and was followed by a potluck meal with the congregation.
Unlike Prescott & Talbott, Sasha didn’t pay Naya enough to justify a seven-day grind. And Larry had refused to accept any payment for his assistance. So, she’d be glad for whatever help they were willing to give her over the weekend.
Naya headed for her office.
Over her shoulder, she said, “Let me grab a notepad and a pen. I’ll bring Caroline right over.”
Before Sasha, Caroline, and Naya had arranged themselves around the conference table where just one day earlier Nick had evaded Sasha’s questions, Larry arrived.
Sasha made the introductions.
“Caroline, this is Larry Steinfeld, a lion of the criminal defense bar. Caroline Masters is the secretary to the chair of Prescott & Talbott, Larry. As I understand it, she has a somewhat urgent legal matter to discuss.”
“It’s very nice to meet you,” Larry said as he shook Caroline’s hand and gave her a grandfatherly smile. Over her head, he frowned at Sasha and shook his head.
“Naya will help you with the research for our other matters while Caroline and I chat,” Sasha said, in an effort to forestall his objection.
Caroline cleared her throat and spoke in a soft voice, “If the other matters are your criminal cases for Ellen and Clarissa’s husbands, you may want to stay, too. Mr. Prescott instructed me to destroy some documents that I think may be related to the murders.” She kept her eyes glued on her hands, which were busy shredding a tissue into tiny scraps of lint.
Larry wasted no time dragging the last chair over to the table. Naya got him his own pad and pen, then shut the door. They arranged themselves and sat silently, with pens poised over paper.
“Just start at the beginning,” Naya encouraged her.
“Wait,” Sasha said, “did Naya explain that this conversation is privileged?”
“She did,” Caroline confirmed.
Sasha would have to stop her if it sounded as though she’d destroyed any documents that might have exculpated either Nick or Greg. In that situation, she’d be conflicted out of representing Caroline with regard to any charges that might stem from the destruction of evidence. She would deal with that eventuality if and when it arose. For now, she wanted to hear Caroline’s story.
Caroline swallowed visibly. Then she wet her lips and began.
“On Monday, Mr. Prescott was very busy dealing with the news of Ellen’s murder. He had several long meetings; first, with the management committee, then with the partners, and finally with the administrative department heads, who met with staff. As you can imagine, the entire office was abuzz. It was a trying situation.”
Sasha could imagine. She also noted that, in typical Prescott & Talbott fashion, no one had bothered to meet with the associates. Gossip and misinformation had no doubt flown through the associate ranks as they gathered what news they could from their secretaries and any income partners who were willing to share a stray nugget or two of information. The firm’s management seemed to believe its associate ranks functioned best when treated like mushrooms: kept in the dark and fed a lot of manure.
“Of course. Please go on,” Sasha prompted.
“In addition to all the internal meetings, he had all the outsiders to deal with. Ellen’s clients, Prescott & Talbott alumni, other lawyers, and, of course, the press and the police. His phones rang non-stop. It was very stressful for him.”
Naya rolled her eyes at the concern for poor Cinco. Sasha was inclined to agree, but she reminded herself that Caroline’s sole professional purpose seemed to be to insulate Cinco from unpleasantness. Of course, she would worry about the effect of Ellen’s murder on her boss.
Caroline paused to gather her thoughts and then continued her linear, straightforward recitation of the facts.
“So, Mr. Prescott was swamped. Then, late in the afternoon, a messenger arrived with a hand delivery.”
“Wait,” Naya said, holding up a hand to interrupt the narrative. “The messenger brought it up to your office? He or she didn’t leave it with the mailroom?”
“Right,” Caroline confirmed.
A look passed between Sasha and Naya.
Larry caught it. “What?” he asked.
“That’s unusual. Typically, all deliveries, including hand deliveries, go to the central mailroom for distribution,” Sasha explained.
Larry scribbled a note on his legal pad.
“It is unusual,” Caroline said, “but it’s not unheard of. In any event, I signed for the envelope and sent the courier on his way.”
“Then what did you do?” Sasha said.
“I wasn’t sure what to do,” Caroline explained. “The envelope was marked ‘Personal and Confidential’ and there was no return address. Ordinarily, I give Mr. Prescott his personal correspondence unopened. But he was so busy, and the phone messages were piling up. So, I decided to just open it and sort it along with all the other mail.”
She shook her head with a slow, sad motion and added, “I certainly wish I hadn’t.”
“What was it?” Sasha said.
Caroline reached into her bag and removed a large white envelope. She handed it across the table to Sasha.
“See for yourself,” Caroline said.
Sasha tore open the flap, which had managed to retain some stickiness, and shook out a photograph. She recognized it instantly. It was The Terrific Trio, resplendent in their formal gowns—the same picture that Ellen had displayed in her home office. In this copy, however, Ellen’s face had been obliterated with a heavy red X. Along the bottom of the photograph, someone had written “ONE DOWN” in thick block letters.
Sasha’s pulse sped up. She passed the picture to Naya, who stared down at it.
“That’s sick,” Naya said and handed it to Larry.
“That’s Ellen Mortenson,” Sasha explained to Larry, “the woman whose face has been crossed out.”
“And next to her?” Larry asked without looking up from the photograph.
“Clarissa Costopolous,” Sasha said.
Larry dropped the picture on the table as if it were hot. He peered down at it again, then he said, “Who’s the third woman?”
“That’s Martine Landry,” Naya said. “She used to be a lawyer at Prescott & Talbott, too.”
“Is she still alive?” Larry asked.
“Yes,” Sasha and Naya answered in unison.
Sasha turned to Caroline for confirmation. “She is, right?”
“Yes. I mean, as far as I know.”
Sasha pulled her eyes away from the picture.
“You gave this to Cinco?” she asked.
“Yes. I ... well, I was shocked and sickened when I saw it. So, I stuffed it back into the envelope and took it in to Mr. Prescott.”
“Did you talk about it with him?” Naya asked.
Caroline shook her head. “No. He must have known I’d seen it; the envelope had been opened. But he didn’t mention it to me, and I was feeling queasy about it. I didn’t want to bring it up. I guess I assumed he wouldn’t want to discuss it.”
She finished in a soft voice and stared down at her hands.
“What did he do after you gave it to him?” Sasha asked.
“He met with the management committee again. After that, he told me to get Will Volmer for him.”
“And then?” Sasha asked.
Caroline looked up. “And then, Will came out of Mr. Prescott’s office and asked me to find your phone number.”
Everyone was silent while that sunk in.
Then Caroline cleared her throat. “I need to use the ladies’ room.”
Naya showed Caroline to the bathroom and returned with a pitcher of water and an armful of glasses. While they waited for Caroline, Larry and Naya bent their heads over the picture and spoke in low tones. Sasha stood at the window, looking out over the tops of the low buildings across the street.
Her heart thrummed in her throat. Prescott & Talbott was using her to cover something up. Sasha wanted to scream. Run wind sprints until she wore herself out. Or unleash a flurry of fists on a heavy bag. Instead, she focused on breathing deeply and deliberately.
She had to keep her anger in check and gather information. And she had to take care of her clients. She’d deal with Prescott & Talbott later.
She returned to the table as Caroline entered the room.
Caroline walked them through the rest of it. How she’d arrived at work Thursday morning to find a second envelope, identical to the first, on the floor inside the door. How she had resisted the urge to open it.
She paused and retrieved the second envelope from her bag. Inside was another defaced copy of the photograph. This time, both Ellen and Clarissa were covered with red Xs and the chilling message read “TWO DOWN.”
They stared at it while Caroline explained that she’d given it to Cinco, who told her to have Clarissa see him when she got in.
“But of course,” Caroline said, her voice shaking, “Clarissa never made it to work yesterday.”
“Did Mr. Prescott tell the police about either of these photographs?” Larry asked.
“No,” Caroline replied immediately. Then, her years of working at a law firm kicked in and she corrected herself. “I mean, not to my knowledge. I suppose he could have. I doubt it, though, considering they were in the stack of the documents he told me to shred.”
Naya raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips. Sasha read the look to say Naya wasn’t surprised by Cinco’s behavior. Sasha had to admit she was surprised. Not shocked, but surprised. Cinco had to know the consequences for destroying evidence. His secretary certainly did.
“How did that all go down?” Sasha asked. “The shredding, I mean.”
Caroline poured herself a glass of water from the heavy pitcher. Her hands were steady.
“Yesterday, after he met with the police in the garage, he came back to the office and started rifling through the filing cabinets. He was obviously looking for something but he wouldn’t tell me what it was.” She paused and took a sip of water. “Finally, he gave up and told me he needed some old personnel files. They were so old that they were archived in off-site storage. I had them sent up and he took them into his office.”
“Was it unusual that he would want to see old files?” Sasha asked. Cinco was the chairman of the firm. Presumably, he would need access to all sorts of historical information.
Caroline took another long drink and considered her answer. “I take no pleasure in denigrating Mr. Prescott. We’ve worked together for a long time, and he’s a fair boss and a decent man. He’s not what I would call a detail person, though. He’s never gone digging around in the files before. He reads his mail, holds meetings, and that’s pretty much it.”
“Fair enough,” Sasha said.
“Yesterday afternoon, he came out of his office with a redweld stuffed full of documents. He told me to shred them. At first, I assumed he wanted me to do what I always do: leave them in the tray for the office services team to pick up and shred, but then he explicitly said he wanted me to shred them personally.” Caroline traced a circle with her finger on her drink coaster around the outside of her water glass. “He’d never done that before. We send everything to shredding—salary information, draft settlement agreements, all sorts of sensitive documents. But he wanted me to handle this myself.”
“Did he tell you what the documents were?” Naya asked.
“No.” She looked up. “But the two Tyvek envelopes were on the top of the pile. I could see them sticking out of the redweld. I took them out to see if it was just the envelopes, but the picture of Ellen with her face crossed out was inside the first envelope. So, I looked inside the second one and saw the other picture.”
“And you knew you shouldn’t destroy them, right?” Larry said, trying to prompt her gently.
She was silent for a long time. Then she said, “They’re important, right? They could be evidence of a crime, right?”
Sasha nodded.
“And that gave me pause. Why would he have me shred pictures that would be helpful to the police?” She tapped the edge of the glass with a polished fingernail. “I didn’t want to distrust him, but I thought I should look through the rest of the documents.”
“And?” Sasha asked.
Caroline met her eyes with a steady gaze. “There were three complete associate personnel files—Ellen’s, Clarissa’s, and Martine’s. All of their professional development plans, self-assessments, annual evaluations and performance reviews for their years as associates. There was also an entire official client file. I’m not sure how he got that, because it was very old, too, but I hadn’t ordered it for him.”
Sasha knew that, with few exceptions, Prescott & Talbott’s document retention policy specified that official client files were maintained indefinitely. Destroying an archived client file might not be a crime, but it was certainly a breach of firm policy. Presumably the same was true of human resources records.
“What was the client matter?” Naya said.
“It was a pro bono family law matter. Vickers v. Vickers. I flipped through the correspondence file. It appears that Ellen, Clarissa, and Martine all worked on it together as first year associates.”
“Who was the supervising attorney?” Sasha said.
Caroline just shook her head. “I didn’t see a partner’s name on the signature block. But that can’t possibly be right, can it?”
No, Sasha thought, it couldn’t possibly. A large international law firm like Prescott & Talbott was built on layer after layer of management, supervision, and oversight. New attorneys were paid extraordinary sums, but they weren’t permitted to cross the street without someone more senior holding their hands to make sure nobody was hit by a car. A junior associate at Prescott was forbidden to sign a letter without having a partner review it. Sasha couldn’t imagine a scenario where the firm permitted three first year associates to run a case with no oversight.
“It’s certainly highly unusual,” Sasha told her.
Caroline reached once more into her shoulder bag and pulled out a heavy redweld. Its accordion bottom was stretched to the limit. She heaved it onto the table.
“Well, it didn’t sit right with me, either. So, I didn’t shred them, but now I don’t know what to do with them. I guess that’s where you come in.”
 



CHAPTER 43
Rich hurried from the kitchen to the laughably small living room area of his cramped apartment. He carried his lunch in one hand and his Ziploc freezer bag in the other. One perk of working for Andy was that he didn’t care if Rich drove home for lunch.
The way Andy put it, it was no skin off his dick if Rich wanted to burn his time driving back and forth on the Miracle Mile all day. Rich didn’t know why old-timers called Monroeville’s William Penn Highway, where Andy had his office, the Miracle Mile. The highway was a stretch of ordinary retail stores, strip malls, big box stores, and chain restaurants that sat just outside the city limits. Maybe back in the day the availability of so much commerce in one place had seemed like a miracle, Rich often thought to himself when he was inching along in the brutal bumper-to-bumper, stop-and-go traffic that had become the highway’s claim to fame. As far as he was concerned, the only miracle available on that road was catching a wave of traffic that actually flowed.
But Rich gladly braved the bottlenecks so that he could escape to his apartment and eat his turkey and cheese sandwich with the local news for company instead of sitting in the break room at Andy’s office listening to the secretary gripe about her lazy husband while she microwaved her disgusting salmon cakes, curried rice, or popcorn. It seemed to Rich that she deliberately chose the most noxious foods available for her lunches.
Rich arranged his plate and the bag on his snack tray and hit the power button on the remote. He checked the time. The broadcast had already started. While his ancient television roused itself to life, he unzipped the bag and removed the picture from its envelope. He stared at Martine’s face until a picture developed on the screen, then he set it aside and picked up his sandwich.
He ate with his eyes glued to the set. The new lunchtime anchor, Maisy Farley, was his favorite. She had a softness and an innocence under all her blonde beauty that was a nice contrast to the sharp, overly toned anchors on the other stations. He’d always been drawn to her. He used to get up early and turn on the Channel 11 morning news just to watch her do the weather.
Rich thought she seemed tense today. Her green eyes looked worried and her smile was distant. She leaned forward and said, “And now, let’s go to Seth Champerton, for an exclusive interview with the attorney representing both of the Lady Lawyer Killers.”
The anchor’s face was replaced by a shot of the field reporter hustling after a girl in a parking lot. Rich turned his attention to his sandwich.
When he looked up again, the reporter had caught up with the person, who was not a girl after all. According to the caption across the screen, the tiny figure was Sasha McCandless, attorney to the two men accused of killing their lawyer wives. Rich leaned forward and listened to her tell Seth Champerton that her clients were innocent. Something about the way she said it chilled him, like she knew.
But she couldn’t know. She was just being a lawyer, lying and tricking everyone, he told himself. She couldn’t know, could she?
Rich pushed his half-eaten sandwich away. He stared at the picture of the three lawyers and tried to think of what mistakes he might have made. What did she know?
 



CHAPTER 44
Sasha’s office was blessedly quiet. Larry had left, hurrying to get home in time to help Bertie prepare their evening meal before the Shabbat’s prohibition on working kicked in. He’d promised to stop by the office on Sunday to help out. Caroline was also long gone, with instructions to put the whole mess out of her mind and spend the weekend gardening with her husband—advice that Sasha knew she would disregard, judging by the worry lines framing her eyes.
And Naya was behind her closed door with a copy of the picture of Nick and the girl, working the phones. She was going through the phone book calling local modeling agencies. It was a long shot, but the girl was a knockout and, if Nick’s story was true, Sasha suspected the killer had hired the girl to trap Nick. Then he’d stolen Nick’s hammer and bludgeoned his wife. If they could find the girl, they could find the killer.
Sasha stared at her laptop screen, scanning the newspaper articles her search had returned. Although a preliminary hearing was not typically the time to defend a case on the merits, it had been, and could be, done in Pennsylvania. That’s what she was going to have to do—convince the Municipal Court Judge to throw out the District Attorney’s case against Nick right then and there. And, then, with that concession in her pocket, she would oppose Greg’s bail revocation as being part and parcel of a failed investigation into the Lady Lawyer Killers.
It was a plan. Not a good one, she knew. But it was something.
She checked her to do list. She’d crossed off ‘research news articles, case law, and procedure.’ She’d also already called and broken the news to Greg about both Nick’s weekend accommodations and Greg’s own upcoming hearing. He’d taken it about how she’d expected him to: badly, with a lot of yelling. All she had left to do was ‘come up with brilliant plan.’ That was all.
She clicked the button to power down the computer. Then she stood to stretch her tight back and get some oxygen flowing to her overtaxed brain. She moved through a series of yoga asanas to clear her mind and relax her body. She finished in Child’s Pose and stayed there, kneeling on her floor, stretched forward, waiting for inspiration.
Think.
Larry’s parting words to her were to resist the urge to be Perry Mason. After Googling Perry Mason, she’d decided Larry’d meant that she didn’t need to prove who did kill Ellen and Clarissa; she just needed to convince the judge that the District Attorney couldn’t prove it, either. But how?
Think.
Before she could have an epiphany, her phone rang. She caught herself wondering if it was Connelly calling, as she unfurled herself and raced to answer it.
“Sasha McCandless,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t sound breathy.
“Sasha, ah’ve been told you’re representin’ the Lady Lawyah Killers. Tell me it’s not true, darlin’ girl?”
Maisy’s syrupy accent did nothing to sweeten her words. Sasha’s neighbor across the hall was a television journalist who had made the jump from early morning weather girl to noontime anchor in record time. She’d then parlayed that into the anchor job on a competing station. Her Southern belle act had evidently lulled her colleagues into making the fatal conclusion that she was not a threat.
“Hi, Maisy.”
“Sugah’, you didn’t answer my question,” Maisy prodded.
Although Sasha knew not to be taken in by Maisy’s soft exterior, she also knew that her neighbor’s love for hard-hitting journalism was tempered by a wide romantic streak. Sasha decided to let the truth work for her, even though it was manipulative.
“Oh, I was hoping you might be Connelly calling,” Sasha said. She waited for Maisy to take the bait.
“And how is sweet Leo?” Maisy asked.
“Gone.”
“What do you mean, gone?”
Sasha exhaled. “He’s taking early retirement from Homeland Security to become the chief security officer for some pharmaceutical company outside D.C.”
“Y’all are movin’?”
Sasha blinked at the assumption that she’d just pick up her life and follow Connelly.
“He’s moving. Or ... I guess, he’s moved. He was supposed to go down for the weekend to look for a place to live, but he’s decided to stay.”
Maisy was silent for a moment. When she spoke, her sweet tea and magnolia accent had disappeared, replaced by an accusation. “Why? Sasha, what did you do?”
“Mom? Is that you?” Sasha asked.
Maisy laughed, a lilting noise, and the accent returned. “I’m sorry, honey. That wasn’t fair. Did you do sumthin’ to upset him?”
“I guess so,” Sasha admitted.
“Which was?”
“He asked me to come with him. And then he tried to give me this ring, but I had to leave—”
A squeal rose from Maisy, and she interrupted, “An engagement ring?”
“I don’t know. Anyway, he left without saying goodbye, so I just thought you might be him.”
“Oh, sweetpea. We’re gonna get some supper tomorrow and talk.”
Sasha shook her head, as if Maisy could see her. “I can’t. I have to work.”
“You have to eat, too. Let’s do Ibiza. We can drink too much sangria and pick at tapas. Seven o’clock?”
Sasha was about to resist, but thought about the weekend of drudgery and solitude that stretched out in front of her. A dose of Maisy would break it up nicely.
“Sure. That sounds good.”
“Perfect,” Maisy said. “And, Sasha?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t you go thinkin’ I’m gonna forget you didn’t answer my question.”
Maisy hung up with a laugh before Sasha could respond.
Sasha added dinner with Maisy to her calendar then wandered across the hall to see if Naya was making any progress.
Naya swiveled her desk chair around when Sasha opened the door.
“Any luck?” Sasha asked.
Naya shrugged. “I have feelers out with all the agencies. I told everyone the girl might be a witness in a murder case; most places told me to go ahead and email a copy of the picture over and they’d see if anyone recognized her. I gave everyone my cell number and yours, just in case something pops on Sunday, but I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.”
Sasha knew she was right. But they just had to keep moving, keep turning over rocks, and eventually they’d find something. Or they wouldn’t, but then at least she’d have the certainty of knowing there was nothing to find.
The relentless search for answers was one of the most useful things she’d learned as a young attorney at Prescott & Talbott. The answers were usually out there somewhere. And the victor in any courtroom showdown was generally the person who kept looking for something that helped her case—a published decision, a witness, a piece of evidence—long after it seemed futile. Prescott & Talbott taught its attorneys that whoever was willing to sacrifice more time to the pursuit of an answer won. It really was that simple.
“Huh.”
“What?” Naya asked.
Sasha hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud.
“Oh, I was just thinking, Ellen, Clarissa, and Martine were first years when they handled that pro bono case, right?” She said, moving across the room to sit in the chair across from Naya.
“Right. So?” Naya put down her pen and looked closely at her. “What are you thinking?”
“What’s the first thing new attorneys learn at Prescott & Talbott?” Sasha said.
“To answer a question with another question, apparently.”
“To leave no stone unturned. Research everything, brief everything, review everything.”
Naya nodded. “Sure. But the second thing they’re taught is to rein it in.” She laughed and went on, “After the first month, when some chucklehead bills three hundred hours to researching some exceedingly minor issue, Marcus gathers all the baby lawyers in a conference room and roars at them that they’re being paid for their judgment.”
“True,” Sasha conceded. “But one of the reasons Prescott would never let three first years run a case together is that there’d be no seasoned attorney with judgment on the matter.”
“You think they did something stupid?” Naya said.
“Come on,” Sasha responded, “if there was no one reviewing their work? I’m sure they did something stupid. The question is, did it get two of them killed?”
Naya cocked her head toward her windowsill. “File’s over there. You wanna split it up?”
“Yeah. Are you hungry?” Sasha asked, checking the time. It was just past six o’clock.
“I can hold off for another hour or two, if you can,” Naya answered.
“Sounds good.”
They both knew the longer they waited to break for dinner, the shorter their night of work would seem. It wouldn’t be any shorter, but it would seem shorter. And when a woman was staring down the barrel of a twenty-hour workday, she’d play all the mental games she knew to make it less painful.
Sasha stood and retrieved the file. “Let’s take it to my office. We can use the conference table to spread out.”
Naya walked around the desk and held the door for her. As Sasha walked through it, Naya said, “What are we going to do about Martine?”
“I don’t know,” Sasha said, because she didn’t.
They’d touched on the issue with Larry before he’d left, but they hadn’t reached a consensus as to whether they should contact Martine or not. Sasha didn’t want to rehash the discussion. She figured she didn’t need a consensus: if it became apparent to her that she should contact Martine, she would. For now, the main reason she wanted to hold off was, unless she had reason to believe that Martine was in imminent danger, Sasha didn’t want to scare her.
The secondary, and less charitable, reason was Sasha didn’t want Diana Jeffries to get wind of the existence of the photographs until she sprang them on her at the preliminary hearing on Monday, when it would be too late for her to concoct a story to explain them away.
 



CHAPTER 45
SATURDAY
Sasha arrived twenty minutes early for dinner with Maisy. Even with the sun setting, the October evening was unseasonably warm, so Sasha gave her name to the hostess, procured a glass of Chilean red wine from the bartender, and escaped to the brick patio nestled between Ibiza and its more formal sister restaurant, Mallorca.
After spending the entire day poring over the ugly details of the unraveling of Jessa and Malcolm Vickers’s marriage, Sasha’s nerves were raw. The buzz of the last happy hour stragglers shouting to make their plans over the music inside had felt like an assault. She sat at a wrought iron table, watched the headlights of cars flowing over the Birmingham Bridge, and let the sounds of the city wash over her.
She pushed thoughts of the Vickers, Nick, and Greg from her mind so she could enjoy the evening air while she had the chance; Maisy would never agree to sit outside and let the exhaust from cars and the grime from the street wreak havoc with her perfect porcelain complexion. Her face was, after all, her business.
Besides, Sasha knew the hostess would take one look at Maisy and seat them in the dead center of the giant window in the front of the restaurant. There was no better advertising for an establishment that catered to urbane sophisticates than having a beautiful local celebrity on display in what amounted to a light box.
Sasha sipped her wine. She was tired. Once she got past the next few days, maybe she’d take a long weekend. Visit Connelly in D.C. and try to figure out what they were doing. The thought of that conversation made her even more tired.
She turned her head toward the couples scattered across the small courtyard at tables for two. She passed the time until Maisy arrived playing “Married or Working It?”
It was a game she and Naya had invented during a two-week trial in Hoboken, New Jersey, back when they’d worked at Prescott & Talbott. Most nights, they worked through dinner, getting the testimony for the next day ready, but every so often they’d find themselves in good enough shape that they could take a break and go to a restaurant.
Unimpressed by the cuisine at the hotel restaurant and the surrounding establishments, they focused, not on the food, but on their fellow diners. They’d surreptitiously watch the couples and try to catch snippets of their conversations to determine if they were married or dating. Checking the ring finger was not allowed.
Eating in silence? Married. Talking about dreams of joining an international humanitarian organization? Working it. Sitting side by side instead of across from one another? Working it. Using a coupon? Married. They got so good at it that they could also reliably spot same-sex couples, long-term cohabitators, newlyweds, and married-but-about-to-be-divorced couples.
Tonight’s crowd was heavy on dating couples, Sasha decided, at least on the patio.
She smiled to herself and picked up her glass. Maisy came rushing in, a filmy pink scarf trailing behind her and the beaming hostess at her side.
“Am I late, sugah’?” Maisy asked, her bright white smile turning into a small frown.
Maisy was big on punctuality.
“Nope, right on time,” Sasha assured her, draining her glass.
The blinding smile returned. “Oh, thank goodness. Look at you! Have you lost weight?”
Maisy, who had been blessed with curves and cursed with a sweet tooth, didn’t seem to understand that Sasha’s natural weight was ninety-seven pounds, most of it muscle, and was forever trying to get Sasha to share an imaginary diet secret.
“Nope, it must just be the lighting,” Sasha told her.
Maisy gave her blond curls a shake. “Well, you look fantastic. And, guess what?” she said, turning her body to gesture toward the hostess. “We’ve got a fabulous table!”
As Sasha stood to follow them inside, she was distracted by a guy in his early twenties who was negotiating the crowded sidewalk outside the low brick wall with a beach cart loaded with dirty laundry. He was headed, no doubt, to one of the laundromats that sat on the end of East Carson Street.
He had apparently recognized Maisy and must have been a fan, because he was walking with his head twisted over his neck to look at her, not where he was going, and crashed his cart into the pole for a streetlight.
Sasha swallowed her laugh as he turned to meet her eyes. He seemed to be unhurt, but his faced reddened and he hurried away.
 



CHAPTER 46
Rich shoved his whites into the oversized washing machine with shaking hands. He couldn’t believe what he’d just seen. Maisy, the adorable noon news anchor, at that hipster tapas bar. A shiver of electricity had run up his spine when he’d realized it was her. Right around the corner from his apartment.
But the thrill had turned into a jolt of fear when he’d seen her companion. It was the little lawyer representing Lang and Costopolous.
He slammed the door shut and fed his coins into the slots. Took large, gulping swallows of air to try to quell his panic.
Why was Maisy talking to that lawyer? She had to be investigating the murders for a story. And that lawyer seemed to know something, something that could prove her clients were innocent.
Rich shook his head at himself. He shouldn’t get distracted from his goal. He needed to follow the rest of his plan. Kill Martine. Deliver the third envelope. Finish what he’d begun.
The soapy water whirled in the window on the door of the machine. Rich felt like his thoughts were whirling just as fast. It couldn’t be helped. He had to find out what Sasha McCandless knew.
He pounded his hand against the top of the washer, which earned him a look from the tired, bald guy manning the snack cart.
The squirrelly Hispanic kid who seemed to be on the same laundry schedule as Rich week in and week out looked up from playing Angry Birds on his phone. “You okay, man?”
Rich gritted his teeth. He was drawing attention to himself. That was not good. Not good.
He exhaled, “Yeah, I’m cool. I forgot the dryer sheets, is all.”
The guy had already turned his focus back to slinging birds at pigs.
Rich forced himself to sit in one of the aluminum chairs that lined the wall and be still. He just had to stay calm. He’d figure out a way to find out how much McCandless knew and would take whatever steps were necessary to stop her from screwing up the rest of his plans.
 



CHAPTER 47
“How’s Maisy?” Naya asked, lifting her head from a stack of performance reviews, as Sasha walked into the office.
“Appeased. I told her she’ll get an exclusive interview with me if and when Nick and Greg are both found not guilty.” Sasha handed Naya a styrofoam takeout container. “Here, it should still be hot. Eat.”
“Thanks, Mac.”
Naya pushed the files to the side and opened the container. She fetched a set of silverware from her top desk drawer and started to work on the chicken.
“Mmm, this is good. Stuffed with crabmeat?” she said between mouthfuls.
“And spinach, I think,” Sasha answered absently, flipping through the personnel files. “Are you finding anything interesting?”
Naya dabbed at her mouth and took a swallow of water before answering. “Not really. All three of them got uniformly high marks, which is what you’d expect. All three made partner, after all.”
Sasha nodded. “Did any of the reviews specifically mention their work on Vickers?”
“No. And that’s kind of odd, because they billed a ton of hours to it their first year. It was the bulk of their work, and they got a good result, right?”
“If you call terminating a father’s parental rights a good result,” Sasha said.
Naya put her fork down. “Okay, point taken. But I mean from the firm’s point of view, that’s a good result, right? They were representing the mom. She believed it was in her child’s best interest to have no contact with dad, and her lawyers made that happen.”
“That’s true,” Sasha conceded.
It had been clear to Sasha from reading the client file that, from the very beginning, Jessa Vickers’s goal had been to have the father’s rights terminated. The divorce and alimony were almost secondary. She was adamant Malcolm could not have partial custody or even visitation.
As every lawyer well knew—even three newly minted first years—that was a tall order. Family court judges were required to make decisions based on what would be in the best interests of the child. As a general rule, courts typically found it in a child’s best interests to have a relationship with both of his or her parents. Even going so far, as Clarissa had noted in one early letter to Jessa, to rule that it was in a child’s best interests to have visitation with his father, who had murdered the boy’s mother. Jessa had been unimpressed with the difficult road ahead and had insisted they could find a way.
Ellen, Clarissa, and Martine had written research memo after research memo, summarizing cases and analyzing various strategies. All of the memos were to the file, rather than to a partner. In addition, The Terrific Trio, and not a partner, had signed all the pleadings and client correspondence.
Somehow, with no apparent guidance from a senior lawyer, after devoting nearly one thousand hours of free legal services to the case, the associates had managed to convince a judge that Malcolm Vickers was such a malevolent force in his young son’s life and such a danger to his estranged wife that the court awarded Jessa full custody, with no visitation for the father.
Buoyed by her victory, Jessa pressed for more. She instructed her attorneys to file a petition to have Malcolm’s parental rights terminated. Ellen, Clarissa, and Martine dutifully filed, briefed, and argued the petition. And, again, after several hundred hours, they won.
Malcolm, who had been represented by competent, if outmatched, counsel at every stage of all proceedings, wrote a letter to The Terrific Trio after the order terminating his rights had been issued.
Sasha flipped to the page she’d flagged in the correspondence file and re-read it while Naya finished her chicken.
Dear Attorneys:
I hope you can sleep at night knowing what you’ve done to me and my son. By peddling that sack of lies Jessa fed you, you’ve ruined my life. And his. A boy needs his father’s love and support as he grows, but Richie will become a man with no one to guide him.
My lawyer tells me the court’s decisions to give Jessa full custody and to terminate my rights were bad law and I should appeal.
I wish I could. But I’ve lost everything in the divorce, thanks to you, and I owe my lawyer tens of thousands of dollars that I don’t have.
Someday, I hope you get to feel the pain of having your child taken from you, tears streaming down his face, and being powerless to stop it.
God have mercy on your souls, if you have them.
Malcolm Vickers
She couldn’t imagine what her reaction would be if she ever received such a raw, wounded letter. Even fifteen years after the fact, she could feel the man’s anguish. She looked up to see Naya watching her.
“That letter is hard core,” Naya said.
“Yeah, I can’t believe it found its way into the official file,” Sasha said.
“And, there was no mention of it in anyone’s performance review,” Naya reminded her.
They’d both logged enough years at Prescott & Talbott to know that something was seriously wrong with this picture.
“Do you think Cinco sanitized the file?” Naya said, finally giving voice to what they’d both been thinking.
“But why? Why take out references to the supervising partner if he was just going to have Caroline destroy the whole file? It makes no sense,” Sasha said.
Her frustration level rose. They were missing something.
Naya shook her head, equally peeved. “No, you’re right. So, then, what? The supervising attorney just ... didn’t? And, don’t forget, Ellen wasn’t a litigator and, really, neither was Clarissa. There’s just no way the firm gave them this case and told them to run with it.”
Just then, Naya’s cell phone rang. They both started.
“Naya Andrews,” she answered.
Sasha stood and cracked her back. Naya was listening to whomever was on the other end of the phone; she’d squeezed the phone between her ear and neck and was scribbling notes.
“Not at all,” Naya said to the caller. “I’m glad you called tonight instead of waiting.”
She must have felt Sasha watching her, because she looked up. Sasha pointed to the empty coffee mugs, and Naya nodded, then returned her attention to the call.
Sasha carried the dirty silverware and empty mugs downstairs to the closed coffee shop. Using the key Jake had given her, she unlocked the door to the retail space and walked through the shadowy room toward the kitchen. Her path was lit by the soft glow of the light from the refrigerator cases filled with expensive fruit-flavored waters and bottled teas.
The trip through the dark room reminded her, as it always did, of her run-in with an undercover agent in the space when it had been vacant. She wondered fleetingly whether Agent Stock would have put in a good word for Connelly, if he’d asked. Seeing as how she and Connelly had helped Stock with an investigation that had led to a promotion, he likely would have supported Connelly. Had Connelly even tried to save his job?
She dumped the dirty dishes in the tray beside the sink and stretched onto her toes to pull two clean mugs down from the stainless steel rack on the wall. Then she grabbed the plastic white coffee carafe that Jake filled with fresh coffee for her each night before he locked up.
She took the coffee into her office and waited for Naya to finish her call. While she waited, she poured Naya’s coffee. As she was stirring in sugar and cream, Naya burst into the room.
“Here.” She handed the cup to Naya and poured her own. “Well?” she asked.
Naya’s eyes shone. “We caught a break. Sort of.”
They sat at the conference table.
Naya put down her coffee and flipped back to the first page of her notes, while Sasha waited. She took a long drink of coffee. It was still hot. In another hour or so, the carafe would be providing warm coffee, at best. But lukewarm coffee was better than cold coffee, and cold coffee was better than no coffee.
“Okay, that was the booking manager for Three Rivers Models and Actors. She was working late, catching up on paperwork, and she opened my e-mail with the girl’s picture,” Naya said.
“She recognized her?”
“Yep. She had been one of their models. But about a few weeks ago—this lady was fuzzy on the exact date—she called in and said not to book her on any more jobs because she was moving to New York.”
“Does she have a name and contact information?” Sasha asked, trying to keep her excitement under control until the story checked out.
“Her stage name is Tawny Truitt. The booking manager, Amanda, said she doesn’t know her real name because she hadn’t been modeling with them very long. The agency only files tax forms when their talent hits a reporting threshold, which Tawny had not. And she didn’t have a forwarding address. She told Amanda she’d call when she was settled to give her the address for her last check, but no one’s heard from her yet.” Naya shrugged.
“Did this move to New York come out of the blue?” Sasha asked, moving on for now. They could figure out how to track down Tawny later.
Naya nodded, looking down at her papers. “Yeah, Tawny said she’d gotten a job on her own, freelance, that had paid well enough that she could move up to the big leagues and take her shot.”
“Did she mention what the job was?” The timing worked, Sasha thought.
“I’m getting there,” Naya told her. “Amanda said she didn’t ask. She assumed the girl had turned a few tricks or stripped at a fraternity party or something. She said it’s not an unusual occurrence in their line of work. But Tawny volunteered that she’d been approached at the laundromat by someone who offered her a PG-rated acting gig and an enormous sum of money for about an hour’s work. Amanda said she’d warned Tawny that was a dangerous way to live, but the girl insisted she had been smart about it. The work was all done in public. The guy who hired her met her back at the laundromat when she was done to pay her in cash. He didn’t know where she lived or her real name and she didn’t ask his.”
Sasha forgot about her coffee. “So, we think our killer saw Tawny at the laundromat, realized Nick wouldn’t be able to resist her, and set him up. Then used the pictures to create marital discord for the Costopolouses and a motive for murder?”
Naya looked at her for a long time.
“What?” Sasha asked.
“The killer. Or someone at Prescott. They stink to high heaven in this.”
Sasha looked back at her. “Or someone at Prescott is the killer.”
“Or that,” Naya agreed.
“We need to talk to Martine Landry,” Sasha said.
Talking to Martine proved to be easier said than done.
It had started out well enough. Although Martine had left Prescott & Talbott before Sasha had started, she knew Sasha’s name. On the basis of their shared lineage, Martine had been inclined to talk to Sasha, even though she was calling her at home at close to eleven p.m. on a Saturday.
Once Sasha got past the condolences on Ellen and Clarissa’s deaths and mentioned that she was representing their husbands, Martine’s goodwill had evaporated.
Martine’s last words, before she slammed the phone down in Sasha’s ear had been both cutting and strangely familiar.
“I hope you can sleep at night, Sasha, doing what you do. I know as well as anyone that everyone’s entitled to a defense, but that doesn’t mean you have to provide it. And, I’m certainly not going to help you. Do what you have to do, and may God have mercy on your soul,” Martine had hissed.
Afterward, Sasha had rubbed her forehead and waited for it to come to her. Martine’s rant had echoed the letter Malcolm Vickers had sent to her and her dead friends fifteen years previously.
Sasha told Naya to go home and get some sleep. Then she fired up her laptop and started the outline for her argument at the preliminary hearing.
The good thing about being crushed with work, she thought, was that when she hit a brick wall on one front, there were plenty of other equally pressing tasks waiting for her.
 



CHAPTER 48
SUNDAY
Cinco turned away, but it was too late. Marco had already seen him.
It irritated him to no end that Marco, who was neither Episcopalian nor a resident of Fox Chapel, crossed two bridges every Sunday morning to worship at St. Peter’s. Couldn’t he have one day a week when he didn’t have to deal with anyone from the firm?
But every time Cinco complained to Greta, looking for just a smidgeon of understanding from his spouse, she shushed him. Marco’s wife, Lidia, was a Daughter of the American Revolution and a dyed-in-the-wool WASP. Her pedigree trumped her Italian-American husband’s Catholicism as far as Cinco’s wife was concerned.
“Cinco,” Marco bellowed now, hurrying across the narthex to give him a hearty handshake, which Cinco returned without enthusiasm. “Greta,” Marco said, “you look lovely. Wasn’t Pastor Mark’s sermon particularly inspiring and thought-provoking today?”
“It was,” she agreed, offering her cheek for a kiss.
Cinco wondered if either of them had listened to it. He knew he hadn’t. He’d passed the time the way he did every week, marveling at the craftsmanship in the elaborate stained glass windows that gleamed like jewels when the sunlight hit them, imagining the painstaking care that the artists had used to highlight the gold-leaf halo around Christ’s head in the painting over the altar, and admiring the detail work apparent in the marble baptismal font. If there was a God, Cinco often thought, his glory and majesty were in the careful acts that had created such beauty.
Lidia extracted herself from her conversation and moved their way, the picture of old money in her pale pink suit and skirt and perfect blond helmet of hair. After their squealed greetings, Lidia and Greta wandered away, babbling about the upcoming ladies’ auxiliary luncheon.
Marco pounced immediately.
“What’s the status?” he asked in a low voice.
Cinco ignored the flare of disgust that filled him. It was Sunday morning, for chrissakes.
“Sam Davis had found Vickers’s son. But other than that, nothing,” he said.
“That’s something,” Marco said. “What are you going to do about it?”
“Nothing right now,” Cinco answered. He supposed it was too much to hope that Marco would drop the subject.
He was right. Marco grabbed his arm just below his elbow and squeezed it hard.
“What do you mean, nothing? This implicates your old man as much as anyone else, Cinco. Go see the kid and offer him money. Jesus.”
Cinco wrested his arm away. “Get your hands off me. And watch your language. Have you forgotten where you are?”
Marco dropped his hand, chastened, for the moment. Cinco continued, “First of all, I’m not going to make an offer. How many settlements have you negotiated? If the kid’s behind this, and money’s what he wants, he’ll make a demand. I’m not bidding against myself.”
“Of course he wants money,” Marco exploded, “what else would he want?”
“Keep your voice down,” Cinco warned him. “Believe it or not, not everyone is motivated by filthy lucre. And second, don’t bring up my father’s name again. Are we clear?”
Marco rolled his eyes but held his tongue as their wives drifted back toward them.
Cinco gave the women a wide smile and offered up a silent prayer that this ugliness would just vanish, somehow. Before Marco cracked.
 



CHAPTER 49
Sasha didn’t believe in ghosts—or zombies, for that matter. If she had, she’d have been certain that Malcolm Vickers had killed Ellen and Clarissa.
She’d woken before dawn and had turned on her laptop before she’d even poured her first cup of coffee. She’d spent the morning working at her dining room table in her pajamas. Her Googling had revealed that after losing his son, Vickers had turned to advocacy. He’d been a pioneer in the fathers’ rights movement and in various male-bonding fads that had long since faded from public view. His early posts in online forums and chat rooms made it clear his anger hadn’t dissipated over time but, instead, had hardened into a steel rage.
For years, he’d urged fathers to use “any means necessary” to keep their children in their lives. But he seemed to have stopped posting and organizing rallies after a widely publicized kidnapping by one of his followers had ended in tragedy. The father, fleeing the police with his fourteen-month-old daughter in the backseat of his Taurus, had crossed the median at an estimated eighty-seven miles an hour, smashed into an eighteen-wheeler, and flipped the car. Father and child were both declared dead at the scene, and Vickers fell off the map.
The next mention of his name that she’d been able to find was his obituary. After detailing his advocacy on behalf of fathers and his battle with cancer, the piece ended on the plaintive note that “he is believed to be survived by his only son, born Richard John Vickers, current name and whereabouts unknown, but held in his father’s heart every day of his life.”
Sasha ran several searches on Richard John Vickers, but he had no electronic footprint. She made a note to have Naya try the databases used by private investigators and debt collectors and closed her browser. She couldn’t spend her entire day going down Internet rabbit holes; she still needed to work on her opposition to the district attorney’s motion to have Greg’s bail revoked. Once she had her argument roughed out, she planned to shower and then head to her parents’ house.
Her family would gather there after attending Mass together at Saint Theresa’s, where, as Martine Landry would have been glad to know, they would all have prayed for Sasha’s soul. Given that she was the only lapsed Catholic in a large family, her soul likely garnered more than its fair share of prayers.
Ordinarily, she would skip the McCandless family Sunday dinner on a day before not one, but two, court appearances. Not today. Despite her long to do list, she’d decided to make the time. She recognized her motivation was, at least in part, to prove she wasn’t emotionally stunted and she did value her family, despite what Leo Connelly might think.
She exhaled. She didn’t have time for this distraction. She pushed thoughts of Connelly and his cutting words from her mind and padded barefoot to the kitchen to refill her coffee.
She watched as the face painted on the side of the mug turned from black and sleeping to white and wide awake as the heat from the coffee activated the paint. Connelly had surprised her with the mug one random weekday morning over the summer. He said he’d seen it and had immediately thought of the way she switched from sleepy to alert with her first sip of morning coffee. Hot tears pricked her eyes at the memory. Damn him.
She abandoned the mug on the counter, coffee untouched, and went into the bathroom to turn on the shower. The opposition would be there later.
 



CHAPTER 50
Rich turned the hammer over in his palm. It was cold and hard. He needed to be the hammer. Cold, hard, and impervious to outside forces.
The Clarissa situation was still eating at him. He tried not to blame himself. How could he have known she was pregnant when he’d plotted her death? Of course, he wouldn’t have wanted to harm an innocent baby—a fact he’d readily conceded to her.
When he’d popped up from the backseat of her car after she’d parked in her office garage, her screams had pleased him at first. But when she’d broken into sobs and told him she was carrying a baby, his satisfaction had vanished. Gone in an instant. Replaced by uncertainty.
A baby.
He hadn’t wanted to believe her, had wanted her to be lying. But she’d fumbled through her purse with shaking hands and pulled out one of those pictures of the fetus. A sonogram. The thin filmy paper had curled up into a scroll, and the grainy gray blob had looked like, well, a blob, but the computer-generated information at the top of the picture confirmed that this was a blob living in Clarissa’s womb.
Clarissa had looked up at him through wet, black eyes and had pleaded with him to spare her baby. He’d smacked Nick’s hammer against his palm, deliberating while she’d begged.
He smacked it again now, remembering.
He’d had to make a snap decision about this unforeseen circumstance. He’d done the best he could, he told himself. He’d handled it the right way.
And after that hiccup, he’d simply continued on with the rest of his steps as predetermined. He had already dropped off the envelope with the photograph at Prescott & Talbott the night before, because he’d thought it would be too risky to venture into the offices after her body had been found in the garage.
In retrospect, he realized that had been a mistake. If Clarissa hadn’t died, he would have looked like he was bluffing when Prescott opened the picture.
So, this time, he needed to do everything in the proper order: tear Martine and Tanner apart; wait until she took steps to divorce Tanner; then kill her; and, finally, drop off the third picture.
He hit the hammer against his palm once more with a dull thud.
No surprises this time.
 



CHAPTER 51
“Where’s Leo?” Sasha’s mother asked, enveloping Sasha in a hug and a cloud of Clinique Happy as soon as she walked through the door.
The scent meant Sunday to Sasha. Valentina McCandless loved perfume, but she saved it for church, her birthday, and her anniversary. One year, Sasha had given her a large bottle for Mother’s Day, so that she could wear it whenever she wanted. The bottle had lasted six years.
“Hi, mom,” Sasha said, kissing her mother’s cheek and ignoring her question.
Her brother Sean stepped through the doorway between the dining room and the family room carrying a tray of nachos and cheese dip. Jordan, his wife, followed with the beers.
“Hi, Squirt,” Sean said, nodding his head toward her. “Where’s your boy? He’s going to miss kickoff.”
“Hi, Sean, Jordan. He’s out of town,” Sasha answered.
She hurried to the kitchen in the back of the house to avoid further questions about Connelly.
Riley, her brother Ryan’s wife, sat at the table, chopping vegetables for the salad.
“Hi, Sasha,” she said in her soft voice. She sliced the mushrooms in a quick, precise rhythm. Her uniform pieces would have made Connelly proud.
“Hi. How are you feeling, Riley?” Sasha asked. Riley was, as usual, pregnant.
“Pretty good. A little tired, but that could be from chasing the hooligans around, too. Hey, I saw you on the news yesterday! You were being interviewed about the men who killed their wives,” Riley said, her eyes wide.
“Allegedly,” Sasha said.
“What?” Riley blew her long bangs out of her eyes and kept slicing while she talked.
“Nevermind. Nothing. So, what did you think?” Sasha said as she walked to the refrigerator and looked inside, out of habit more than hunger.
“I liked your suit,” Riley said.
Sasha’s mother walked into the kitchen and closed the refrigerator door. “You’ll ruin your appetite,” she told Sasha. Then she turned to Riley. “What suit?”
“Sasha was wearing this really cute dress and jacket on television,” Riley explained, waving the knife for emphasis.
“You were on television, and you didn’t tell your mother?” Sasha’s mom said. “Dad and I would have recorded it, honey.”
“It wasn’t a scheduled thing, Mom. I just got nabbed by a reporter who had some questions about a case. It was no big deal, really,” Sasha explained. She gave Riley a long, meaningful look.
Riley nodded, wide-eyed, to let Sasha know she understood. She’d been married to Ryan long enough to know that Valentina would not view murderous husbands, alleged or otherwise, as appropriate pre-dinner conversation.
“Where’s Ryan?” Sasha said to change the subject.
“Out back with your dad and the kids,” her mother answered, turning her attention to the two plump, naked chickens destined for the roaster.
Sasha watched through the small window as her father threw the ball in the general direction of the knot of grandchildren at the far end of his backyard and they tumbled after it like puppies.
Ryan caught her eye and waved. She waved back.
“Do you need any help, Mom?” Sasha asked.
“From you? Heaven forbid. I wish Leo were here, though. I wanted to get his recipe for the potatoes. You don’t happen to know it, do you?” her mother said over her shoulder, with her hands inside a chicken.
“Uh, the roasted ones? Rosemary, sea salt, and olive oil,” Sasha said, impressed with herself for remembering.
“Amounts? Temperature? Time?” her mother responded.
“Oh, yeah, I don’t know,” Sasha answered.
Behind her, she heard Riley swallow a giggle.
Valentina just shook her head and said, “Go outside and get some sun. You look pale.”
Sasha didn’t argue. She stepped out on the big back deck and settled into the teak glider.
“Hi, doll,” her father called from the yard.
“Hi, Dad,” she answered, rocking the glider back and starting its gentle motion.
Her oldest nephew, Liam, turned at the sound of her voice.
“Aunt Sasha!” he whooped and took off running toward her.
Siobhan, Colin, and Stefan were right behind him, squealing and laughing as they raced across the yard. Daniella lagged behind, pumping her chubby toddler legs as fast as she could. They thundered up the stairs and piled onto the glider in a tangle of arms and legs.
“Hello, five little monkeys,” Sasha said, reaching to tickle five bellies.
Ryan and her dad stayed in the yard and gave the football a few last throws. Even at sixty-four, her dad’s arm could still send a bullet whizzing through the yard. Padric McCandless had quarterbacked the Central Catholic high school football team. He’d handed each of his three sons a pigskin as soon as they’d been able to stand without assistance and, to his wife’s dismay, had seen no reason to treat their peanut-sized daughter any differently. Sasha had a framed picture in her office of the two of them. She couldn’t have been much older than a year, dressed in a lacy pink dress and white shoes. Her father crouched beside her, correcting her form as she tried to throw a regulation-size football to one of the boys.
Sasha watched them toss the ball and listened to the kids talk over one another in a rush to fill her in on school, sports, and the eight-and-under social scene. With their excited voices in the air, the sun on her skin, and Daniella snuggled on her lap, she took in the moment and gave no thought to dead lawyers, broken marriages, or demanding boyfriends.
Then Sean appeared in the doorway.
“Dad, Ry, come on! Game’s about to start,” he called.
“Go, Steelers!” Colin yelled, and the entire mass of wriggling children slipped off the glider and swarmed into the house.
Sean stepped down onto the deck to let them pass. He looked at Sasha and took a swig from his beer.
“How’s Leo feel about your representing the Lady Lawyer Killers?” he asked in a deliberately neutral voice.
Sasha glanced up at him, shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand. His face was blank.
“I wouldn’t know. I don’t consult him about my work,” she answered, matching his tone.
Ryan and her father clomped up the steps and stood beside Sean.
“No Leo?” Ryan asked her.
“Not today,” Sasha said.
“Maybe he doesn’t approve of Sasha’s choice of clients,” Sean said.
Don’t take the bait. De-escalate.
“He’s out of town on business,” she said, looking at Ryan and her dad.
“Oh? Did he decide to take that job in D.C.?” her dad asked.
Sasha stared at him. Connelly had talked to her father about his job offer before he’d mentioned it to her? She felt betrayed by two of the men she loved.
Finally, she said, “Yes.”
Ryan looked at her closely. “You gonna move there?”
Sasha shook her head. “No. Maybe. I don’t know.”
Sean said, “He’s a good man. He’ll take care of you.”
“I don’t need to be taken care of, Sean,” she said, forcing herself to speak calmly. She reminded herself that Sean was trying to fill a role he was neither born to play nor particularly well suited for. When their oldest brother, Patrick, had been killed at age thirty, Sean, two years his junior had tried to step into his shoes. He seemed to think he had a responsibility for his youngest sister, despite the fact that Sasha was, herself, well into her thirties now.
Ryan, ever the pacifier, stepped in. “Of course, you don’t. We all know that. It’s just, Leo seems to make you happy. You’ve kept him around longer than all the rest. And, plus, I’m sure mom and dad would like you to give them some grandchildren at some point.”
Sasha cocked her head at him. “I think you guys have the grandkids pretty well covered, don’t you?”
Her father laughed and said, “Boys, leave your sister alone. Go in and save me a seat in front of the TV.” He tossed the football at Sean and sat next to Sasha on the glider.
Sean and Ryan walked into the house. Their sister’s romantic situation already forgotten, she could hear them arguing over the point spread for the game.
Sasha and her father sat and moved the glider forward and back on its rockers, not speaking. Finally, he said, “You want to talk about it?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
They rocked some more. Sasha stared at the sturdy deck rails directly in front of her. The deck wrapped around the side of the house and then down into a second level. It was massive, impressive, and functional.
“Remember when you and the boys built the deck?” she said, still looking straight ahead.
“Sure,” he answered. “Summer of ‘98. All the boys helped. Patrick, the most.”
“I was home from college, working the dinner shift at The Colony. I’d wake up every morning to the sound of hammering. And every day, more deck would appear. I remember thinking it was amazing that you guys could create this out of nothing but a pile of wood and nails and your effort,” she said, sweeping her arms wide.
Her dad smiled.
She went on. “I can’t do that. But I can take a pile of words, nothing but a jumble of good and bad facts and good and bad law, and create an argument that will convince a judge.”
“You sure can,” he agreed.
Sasha turned to face him now. “But for some reason, that’s not worth anything. I should just stop what I do and follow some guy?”
“You should do what makes you happy,” he said, putting an arm around her. “Whatever that is.”
Sasha looked down for a moment, then she said, “Do you think I’m broken inside?”
Padric smiled again. “No, you’re not broken, Sasha. You’re just different from them.” He nodded toward the house.
“Connelly thinks I’m broken,” she said.
“Leo’s probably hurting, honey,” her father said slowly. “You aren’t broken, but you sure are ... self-contained. It seems to me he opened up to you and was expecting you to do the same. But that doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with you, baby. You’ve always been that way. Serious and closed off.”
Serious and closed off?
“That sounds broken,” she said.
He laughed. “No, that sounds like a small girl who decided to take on big things. You’re just careful, is all. Not as careful as I’d like, with all the flitting around and beating up bad guys, but careful about letting anyone in who might try to distract you from your goals. That’s all.”
“You make me sound like a robot,” Sasha said. Maybe she was emotionally stunted.
“You can’t make yourself crazy over something some boy said in the heat of the moment, Sasha. Come on, let’s go watch the game.”
Connelly wasn’t some boy. He was a man. And she wasn’t a high school girl, either. She had no business moping around her parents’ house like a hormonal teenager while a killer ran around Pittsburgh, knocking off female lawyers and framing their husbands.
She hopped off the glider. “I can’t. I’m sorry, Dad. I shouldn’t have come today. Can you tell Mom I’m not feeling well, and I’ll sneak out through the garden?”
He looked at her.
“Please?”
He nodded. Then he kissed the top of her head. “Go on.”
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Sasha had the windows down and the music up as she headed back into the city. The combination of cool air and loud music drove thoughts of Connelly and her brothers from her mind.
The Vickers case was like a splinter in her foot, though. It needled her with each step. She needed to talk to someone who’d been at Prescott & Talbott when the case had been active. Someone who knew everyone. Someone who liked her and would help her. She needed to go see Lettie.
At the last minute, just before the road fed her into the Liberty Tunnel, which carved its way through Mt. Washington and onto the Liberty Bridge, she jerked the car into the far right lane and wound up and around, climbing the steep backside of the hill that sat above the city.
At the top, she slowed and eased the car onto a narrow, hilly side street then made a quick, sharp right onto a narrower, hillier side street. During her eight years at Prescott, she’d driven her secretary home a handful of times. Lettie took the Incline down to Station Square and then transferred to a bus to the office each morning, reversing the trip at night, unless she worked late. Lettie’s husband or son would pick her up if she worked overtime. But on a few occasions, when they’d gotten an early evening snow, Sasha had taken her home so that her husband wouldn’t have to put out a folding chair and fret that someone might move it and steal his parking spot. Mt. Washington had an exquisite view of the city and its rivers. What it lacked was off-street parking.
Sasha turned onto a narrow street and squeezed her Passat into the first spot she found. She grabbed her purse and started the climb to Lettie’s townhouse near the top of the street. Shouts and cheers floated out through open windows, as families sat in their dens and living rooms rooting for the Steelers.
Lettie wasn’t watching the game. She was working in the small garden bed in the front of her townhouse. She was, however, wearing a Steelers jersey.
“Hi, Lettie,” Sasha said as she drew near.
Lettie turned toward her voice, a spade in one gloved hand, and squinted to see who was calling her. A wide smile spread across her face when she realized it was her former boss.
“Sasha, this is a nice surprise,” Lettie said. She put down her spade and peeled off her gloves, placing them in a neat pile next to the garden tool.
“I’m sorry I didn’t call first. I was on my way home from my parents’ place and just stopped, kind of on a whim,” Sasha said. Kind of on a whim, and kind of out of desperation, she thought.
Lettie laughed. “Don’t be silly. It’s great to see you. Do you want to come inside, have a cup of coffee? Gene and Justin are watching the game.”
As tempting as the idea of coffee was, Sasha declined. “Thank you, but no. I really can’t stay. I just wanted to say hi and, to be honest, I was hoping to pick your brain.”
Lettie frowned and said, “I hope you aren’t planning to ask me about Ellen or Clarissa. I heard you’re representing their husbands.” Her tone left no doubt as to what she thought of that.
Sasha considered pointing out that it was Lettie’s employer who had engaged her, at least for Greg, but there was no upside. She needed Lettie’s help. Getting her hackles up about the murders wasn’t the way to get it.
“Of course not, Lettie. I wouldn’t do that. I just have a question about an old pro bono case from the nineties—Vickers v. Vickers. Do you remember it?” she asked, although she knew Lettie would remember. Lettie was Prescott & Talbott’s unofficial historian.
Lettie nodded. “Sure,” she said, her voice still cautious. “It was a messy divorce that came to us through a Neighborhood Legal Services referral. Ellen and Clarissa cut their teeth on that case.”
“And Martine Landry,” Sasha said.
“Right,” Lettie agreed without elaborating.
Lettie enjoyed a well-deserved reputation as a chatterbox; the very fact that she hadn’t yet launched into a detailed explanation of the matter was evidence that she didn’t trust Sasha with whatever information she had.
Sasha tamped down her impatience and looked straight into Lettie’s gray eyes. “Listen,” she said, “we worked together for a long time. You know me, and I hope you know how I practice law. This isn’t some lawyer trick, Lettie. I think Ellen and Clarissa’s murders might be related to that case. And, if I’m right, Martine’s in danger. But she refuses to talk to me, so I need your help. Please?”
The older woman blinked. “Of course.”
“Thank you,” Sasha said, relieved. She trusted Lettie, but telling her about the files Caroline had smuggled out of the office could put her in a vulnerable position, so Sasha didn’t mention them. Instead, she asked, “Do you remember who acted as the supervising partner on that matter?”
Lettie sighed and said, “There wasn’t one.”
“How was that possible?” Sasha asked.
Lettie walked over to her front stoop and sat on the bottom step; she folded her hands in her lap like a schoolgirl. Sasha joined her on the cold concrete and waited.
Lettie took her time, gathering her thoughts, then she said, “I guess you could say there was ... an oversight. The firm has done pro bono work forever, of course, but in the nineties, the bar association rolled out an initiative. There was a pro bono challenge of some sort, and Prescott signed a pledge. As part of all that, the Management Committee created the Pro Bono Program Director position, which, of course, still exists. But now it’s a permanent administrative position. Back then, it was a rotating assignment. From what I recall, the idea was to assign a junior partner to the position for a one-year term. It would allow the partner to demonstrate his management skills and put him in line for the more coveted committee assignments.”
Sasha nodded. It sounded like Prescott & Talbott’s typical approach: the more layers of management, the better. “So, what happened?”
Lettie chewed her lower lip while she thought. “Okay, so, if I recall correctly, the first year, the directorship went to John Porter. He did a fine job, as far as I could tell. Some of the other junior partners resented that he had the power to assign them to cases, but that was part of his responsibility, so they had to accept it. At the end of that first year, the partners voted to give the Pro Bono Program Director the authority to assign any partner in the firm a case to supervise. The thinking was that giving the director that authority would signal to the legal community that Prescott & Talbott was truly committed to public service.”
“And it would also signal to the junior partners that they should stop their bellyaching,” Sasha observed.
Lettie gave a wry a smile. “That, too,” she agreed. She rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand and then continued. “So, the second year, Marco DeAngeles was named the director. If you think he’s a firebrand now, you should have seen him back then. The very first case in the door after he took over was the Vickers divorce. The three girls volunteered to work it together, and Marco assigned none other than Mr. Prescott to supervise.”
“Cinco?” Sasha asked.
“Oh, no,” Lettie said, “the fourth Mr. Prescott. His father. He was still the chair of the firm back then, but he was getting up in years and was starting to make arrangements to hand things over to the fifth Mr. Prescott.”
“That was a bold decision by Marco.”
“It was. And, as I understand it, it did not sit well with Mr. Prescott. His secretary, Barbie Roman—she’s retired now, of course—said at the time that they had an ungodly row about it. She told me she could hear Mr. Prescott through the door just roaring at Marco that he had overstepped. But Marco wouldn’t back down. And the Management Committee had to support him, however reluctantly, because it was within his power.” Lettie shook her head at the memory.
“So, what happened?” Sasha asked.
“Nothing happened,” Lettie answered. “Mr. Prescott simply ignored the case. Marco refused to assign another partner. So those poor girls were just set out to sea with no paddle. They worked their tails off with no guidance. But as I recall, they got a very good result for their client. I think we had champagne in the Mellon Conference Room after the decision came down.”
She searched Sasha’s face. “Does any of that help? Because I really don’t know any details.”
Sasha patted her hand. “It helps a lot, Lettie. Thank you. Now, I’d better get out of here and let you get back to your weeding.”
They stood, and Sasha gave her former secretary a quick hug. As she walked away, Lettie called after her, “Now, you tell Leo I said hello.”
Sasha turned and waved.
 



CHAPTER 52
Rich’s shoulder throbbed, heat radiating down his arm and up his neck. His right arm hung limp and awkward by his side while he ran down the stairs from the law office, taking them two at a time. He kept his face averted as he passed by the entrance to the coffee shop and shouldered through the front door with his good side.
Out on the sidewalk, he raced across the street and cut through the parking lot, running on a diagonal, trying to put as much distance between himself and the building as he could. He’d cut a wide circle and backtrack for his car without getting close to the Law Offices of Sasha McCandless, P.C. If that crazy old coot was conscious, Rich had no interest in a rematch with him and his damned cane.
He shouldn’t have risked it anyway, he thought. He was so close to completing his plan. Letting Sasha McCandless distract him had been a mistake.
He’d gone to her office, just to see if he could find some hint of what she knew. He’d come prepared to have to break in, but to his surprise the door had been ajar. Just inside, on a small round table, someone had left piles of files, spread out across the surface, with no apparent organization. He’d spotted the picture of Costopolous making out with the model on top of a stack of printouts of legal cases. Two piles over, he was surprised to see the pictures he’d delivered to Prescott & Talbott: the fact that she had copies could only mean that someone was feeding her information from inside. That thought had made his stomach cramp up with fear.
He’d clenched his stomach with one hand and pawed through the papers with the other, searching for more documents from Prescott & Talbott. Suddenly the back of his shoulder had exploded in pain and he’d pitched forward, smacking his jaw against the table.
He had turned his head to see an old man standing in the doorway behind him, raising a thick wooden cane to crack him again. He’d twisted out of the path of the cane just in time, and it had come down hard on the table.
Then Rich had crouched like a running back and had run low and hard at the man blocking the door. Just before he’d reached the man, he’d deepened his crouch and rolled his shoulder forward. Then he’d plowed into the old guy’s belly and had kept going. The contact had knocked the man out of his path and to the ground. As Rich had run past him, the guy’s face had bounced off the corner of the doorframe, knocking his glasses off. They skittered into the hallway, and Rich’s shoe had crunched down on them as he sped toward the stairs.
It had happened so fast, Rich thought now, as he prowled through the side streets, anxious to get out of the neighborhood. He cradled his aching shoulder and ran.
 



CHAPTER 53
“Do you want to take a tea for Larry up with you?” Ocean asked, handing Sasha her coffee mug. She’d filled it to the very top.
“Larry’s still up there?” Sasha asked. She checked the time; it was after three. Larry’s plan had been to work until early afternoon and be back home by halftime, so he could catch the second half of the game. He should have been long gone.
Ocean shrugged. “I think so? He stopped in this morning for a mug of red rooibos and a bear claw. I didn’t see him bring the mug back down, and he always does, you know?”
“Okay, well, I’ll bring his mug back down for a refill if he wants one,” Sasha said.
Mounting the stairs, Sasha wondered if Larry had stuck around because he’d had a breakthrough. A girl could hope, she thought.
When she reached the top of the stairs, she glanced down the hallway and spotted a flash of white on the floor near the open door to her office. It was an arm. Her hope drained away, replaced by cold fear. She ran. Coffee sloshed over the rim of the mug and burned her hand.
She stumbled, tripping over a piece of twisted metal as she neared the doorway. She reached the doorway and sunk to her knees beside Larry.
He lay sprawled across the threshold, one arm extended forward into the hallway and the other tucked under his body. A gash on his temple had bled down the side of his face and dried, leaving a crust of black blood. His eyes were closed.
“Larry?” she said. Her own voice sounded distant.
He opened his eyes. “Hi,” he croaked.
“Are you okay? Can I move you?” she asked.
“Just having a rest,” he cracked. He tried to push himself onto all fours.
“Wait.” Sasha put an arm across his chest and around his shoulder and helped him stand.
He looked around. “Have you seen my cane? Or my glasses?”
Sasha stepped into the office and retrieved his cane. Jumbled papers were strewn across the floor under and beside the table. She didn’t see his glasses. She handed him the cane and went out into the hall. She crouched by the metal that had tripped her.
“I’m sorry,” she said, holding up his mangled glasses.
He waved a hand. “Eh, I have a spare pair at home.”
Sasha led him inside the office and settled him into her guest chair. She sat across from him in the chair’s mate. He took a handkerchief from his pants pocket and dabbed at the cut on his head, then winced.
“It’s dried,” she told him. “Wanna tell me what happened?”
Larry returned the cloth to his pocket and shrugged. “I was reading those bail revocation cases you’d found. I needed to relieve myself, so I went to the restroom. I left the door ajar. My mistake, I admit. I didn’t see a need to lock it just to run to the bathroom.”
“I don’t generally lock up to go to the bathroom or pop downstairs for a drink, either,” Sasha told him.
“Well, you should start,” he said. “I returned to see a man pawing through the papers on the table. He had his back to me. I stepped into the doorway and cracked him with my cane.”
“You hit him?”
Larry looked at her. “Don’t you lecture me about avoiding the fight. I’ve practiced Krav Maga since you were in diapers. Sometimes the principles aren’t practical.”
Sasha raised an eyebrow but wasn’t about to argue with him. “Okay, go on.”
“I belted him good. His shoulder has got to feel like hell. Anyway, I reared back to hit him again, and he charged me. He knocked the wind out of me and I crashed into the door.” Larry shook his head, a forlorn, wistful look on his face. “Ten years ago, I’d have managed to at least trip him when he ran by.”
“He take anything?” Sasha asked.
“No.”
“Did you get a good look at him?”
“Eh, white kid, early twenties. Completely nondescript. Not much to go on,” Larry said.
Sasha rubbed her eyes with her palms and tried to think. After a moment, she said, “Okay. I need to make two phone calls. Then, I’m going to drive you home, unless you’ll agree to let me take you to the hospital to get checked out.”
Larry threw her a look. “Home, Jeeves.”
She surprised herself by laughing. “You stay here. I’m going to get you a cup of tea and a wet cloth for that cut.”
She patted his shoulder and headed toward the door. When she reached the doorway, she turned and said, “Just in case I run into this guy again, which shoulder do I want to go for?”
He smiled at her. “The right one.”
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
While Sasha waited for Larry’s tea, she pulled out her phone. She actually had three calls she needed to make, but Larry couldn’t know about this one.
Daniel answered on the third ring. “Hello?”
“Daniel, it’s Sasha,” she said, turning away from the counter and speaking in a low voice.
“I was about to call you,” he said. “I’m at my folks’ place, and dad never came back from your office. Is he with you?”
“He is,” she said. “And he’s fine. But before I got here, we had an intruder. Your father apparently tried to beat him with his cane, but the guy knocked him over and took off. Your dad hit his head when he fell. He had a nasty cut on his forehead and his glasses are broken, but other than that, I think he’s mainly embarrassed.”
Daniel was quiet for a second, then he said, “That old coot won’t accept that he’s aging. Sasha, promise me you’ll stop with the Krav Maga before you’re in a nursing home.”
She laughed, relieved that Daniel was taking the news so well. She knew Bertie would be a different story.
“I promise. Listen, he doesn’t want to get checked out. But I have a friend, a gerontologist, who I’m sure will come to the house as a favor and just give him a once over. Will you be there to make sure your dad submits?”
Daniel let out an exaggerated sigh. “I’ll be here. Your doctor friend should bring restraints, though. You don’t know my dad.”
She went on, “I hate to do this, but I am going to have to drop your dad off and run. I need to get back here and figure out what the guy was looking for.”
“No problem. It’s probably for the best if you don’t come in. I’m sure my mom’s going to be on the warpath,” Daniel said. “Just pull into the driveway and I’ll come out to get my dad. And Sasha?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t skip class tomorrow. Sounds like you need to be on alert.”
She ended the call and thanked Ocean for the refill.
Back in the office, while Larry cleaned up his cut and drank his tea, she dialed Dr. Kayser’s number.
“This is Al Kayser,” he answered.
“Dr. Kayser, it’s Sasha McCandless.”
She glanced up at Larry to gauge his reaction to hearing her address the doctor. He was frowning at her, but his shoulders were slumped. He looked resigned to what was about to happen.
“Sasha, how are you?”
“I’m well, thanks. How have you been?” she asked.
“Good, good. Too busy, as always. I’ve just returned from a conference in San Diego and digging out from under all the paper that accumulated while I was away has been quite a chore. But I assume you’re not calling me on a Sunday afternoon to chat. Is there something I can do for you? Do you have another case?”
Dr. Kayser was her late grandmother’s physician; he was also a well-regarded testifying expert in the area of geriatric medicine—a fact that had helped Sasha immensely in her representation of an elderly man up in Clear Brook County back in the spring. Dr. Kayser had determined that the old guy wasn’t incompetent, but, rather, was being drugged by his treating physician.
“Not exactly,” Sasha said. “But I do have a favor to ask of you.”
“Anything for you, dear.”
“I appreciate that. I have a colleague who ... took a bad fall. He says he’s fine, but I’d feel much better if you could have a look at him.”
Dr. Kayser didn’t hesitate. “Certainly.”
“Thank you. I really appreciate it. Larry lives around the corner from you, on Shady Avenue. Do you think you could meet him at home?”
“Not Larry Steinfeld?” Dr. Kayser said.
“As a matter of fact, it is Larry Steinfeld,” she said.
Dr. Kayser chuckled. “Took a fall, my left foot. You tell Larry I told him at his last visit, it’s time to retire from the hand-to-hand combat.”
“Don’t you worry, I certainly will.”
“Is Larry at the house now?” Dr. Kayser asked.
“No, we’ll be leaving here in just a minute,” Sasha said.
“Okay, then I’ll leave now and try to butter Bertie up before you get there,” Dr. Kayser said with another soft laugh.
Sasha hung up and looked at Larry. “It appears we have a mutual friend. Al Kayser’s going to meet you at home and check you out,” she said.
Larry grumbled something indistinct.
“He said to tell you ...” she began.
“Bah, move on,” Larry cut her off with a wave of his hand.
She was delighted to see him acting so brusquely. It helped confirm her belief that his pride hurt worse than his body.
“We’ve got one more call to make and then we’re out of here,” she said.
Larry hoisted himself from the chair and leaned on his cane. He started to walk toward the table.
“I’ll just pack up these cases and take them with me, then,” he said.
Sasha came around to the front of the desk.
“Larry, listen to me. I’ve got this. Please, just rest. Do what Dr. Kayser says. If he tells you not to come to court tomorrow, listen to him. If he says it’s okay, you can come to keep me company. But don’t worry about the cases. I’ve got it.”
“I’m fine. You really shouldn’t worry about me,” Larry said.
“I’m not worried about you. I’m worried about what Bertie will do to me if you don’t take it easy,” she said.
Larry laughed but made his way back to the chair and eased himself into it. Sasha gathered up the files while she waited for Naya’s answering machine to pick up. She’d do the rest of her preparation from home. Just in case their visitor decided to return.
“Hi, Naya, it’s me. When you get home, please hop on the people search databases and find out what you can about Richard Vickers. Google is a dead end. And, stay away from the office tonight. Larry had a run in with an unwelcome guest. Call me at home if you have any questions.” Sasha said to the machine.
She took one last look around the room to make sure she had everything.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said to Larry.
 



CHAPTER 54
MONDAY
Sasha should have been tired, but instead she was wired, filled with anticipation and energy. She drank her morning coffee standing in the kitchen and then was out the door while the sky was still dark.
She watched it turn from black to indigo to pre-dawn gray as she ran up the hill from Shadyside and through the sleeping business section of Forbes and Murray (up street, as the locals said) to her Krav Maga class. The storefronts were still dark and the commuter traffic was light.
For class, Daniel paired her with Corey, a shy teenager. He was a junior at the high school around the corner and a wrestler. He was quiet and intense. He blistered her with punches and held nothing back.
After the session, he offered her a sweaty fist bump. He hurried off to shower before his homeroom bell summoned him. Daniel nodded at her and excused himself from his conversation with an eager student.
“How’s your dad?” she asked as he walked toward her.
“Still smarting from the blow to his pride and the browbeating from my mother and Dr. Kayser, but otherwise fine. He’s planning to meet you at the courthouse later,” Daniel said.
“That’s great,” Sasha said.
“Yeah, I suppose. Listen, this guy, you think you know who he is?” Daniel asked.
Sasha looked closely at his face. She saw no anger or thirst for revenge. “I do,” she said. “Why?”
Daniel shook his head. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to take the fight to him. And my dad is refusing to report the attack to the police, but what’s your plan?”
She wasn’t sure. Naya had found Rich Moravian, born Richard John Vickers. She’d called after midnight with an address on the South Side and an employment history. Rich worked for none other than Andy Pulaski. The Big Gun himself. He was the killer, she was certain. But the issue was when to spring it on Diana Jeffries, and how. She wanted to consult with Larry.
She looked up at Daniel. “The plan is fluid right now, just know he’s going to pay for what he did, Daniel.”
Daniel considered her for a moment. Then he put a hand on her shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze, almost a half-hug. “Be careful, Sasha. Don’t be brave.”
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Sasha’s focus was on her upcoming court appearances as she left class. She ran mindlessly, her attention on her arguments. Her pace felt good, fast, and easy. But when she tuned into her surroundings, she realized she was headed toward Point Breeze. Instead of continuing straight down the hill from Squirrel Hill into Shadyside, she’d apparently hung a right somewhere.
She slowed her pace, bemused at her wrong turn. At the corner, she jogged in place to read the street signs. She was two blocks from Martine Landry’s house. She checked her watch. It was almost seven-thirty. Close enough to a civilized hour in a household full of kids, she decided. She turned right and ran toward Martine’s street, trying to decide what she would say when she arrived.
Four houses down from the Landrys’ yellow brick two-story home, she slowed to a walk to catch her breath. At the end of Martine’s driveway, a boy of about ten stood, pulled slightly backward by the oversized backpack on his shoulders, with his head bent over a handheld game.
“Hi,” Sasha said loudly as she approached.
He raised his head. “Hi.” Then it was back to the game.
“Is this your house?” she asked.
He looked up again, curious now. “Yeah,” he said, taking in her running clothes.
“Is your mom home? I’m an attorney. I used to work at Prescott & Talbott, too,” Sasha said, giving him a smile.
“Oh,” he said, his tone conveying disappointment that she was just another boring old lawyer, “yeah, she’s in the kitchen, cleaning up breakfast. I’m waiting for the bus.”
“Thanks. Have a great day,” Sasha said.
He was already done with her, his thumbs flying over the controls on his device.
Sasha walked up the wide front stairs and crossed the porch. She pressed the bell and heard the chime sound deep within the house. She waited. She was raising her hand to ring the doorbell again when she saw a figure walking from the back of the house.
A pale, round face ringed by strawberry blond curls appeared in the window.
“May I help you?” Martine said, polite but cautious. She looked past Sasha to check that her son was still at the end of the walk.
Sasha had decided that a direct approach would be best. “I don’t know, but I think I can help you.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I’m Sasha McCandless,” she said, putting her foot up on the threshold to stop the door when Martine inevitably tried to shut it in her face.
Martine pushed the door forward to close it. It hit Sasha’s sneaker and stopped.
“I think you’re in danger. I have reason to believe that Ellen and Clarissa weren’t killed by their husbands,” Sasha continued.
“Of course you do,” Martine said in a harsh voice. “You represent them.” She pushed hard on the door, trying to force Sasha’s foot back so she could slam it shut.
“I think Richard Vickers killed them,” Sasha said in a rush.
“Who?” Martine said.
Sasha felt the pressure lessen on the other side of the door. “Jessa and Malcolm Vickers’s son. He goes by the name of Rich Moravian now. And he works for a divorce attorney named Andy Pulaski, who was representing both Ellen and Clarissa.” Sasha saw Martine’s eyes spark with recognition at the name.
Martine swung the door open. “I know, but, I’m not getting a divorce,” she said.
“Not yet,” Sasha said, “but you’re the last living member of The Terrific Trio, and I think you’re next on his list.”
Martine stared at her and pursed her lips, thinking. She looked back at her son, the sunlight reflecting off the top of his tousled hair as he played his game. “Come on in,” she said and stood to the side to let Sasha pass.
“He’s okay out there, right?” Martine asked, gesturing toward the boy. “His bus should be here in three or four minutes.”
“I don’t see why not,” Sasha said. “If Vickers follows his pattern, step one is going to catch your husband engaged in some behavior that’s a deal breaker in your relationship. He’s methodical.”
Martine laughed as she shut the door. “Well then I wish him all the luck in the world. Tanner’s a saint. Do you want a cup of coffee or something?”
“I have a personal policy to never refuse an offer of coffee,” Sasha said, following her to the kitchen.
“What makes you so sure Vickers killed them? I’ll grant you that it’s a pretty big coincidence that he works for that divorce attorney, but it could be just that: a big coincidence,” Martine said over her shoulder as she pulled a red ceramic mug out of a glass-fronted cabinet above her coffeemaker.
“It could be, but it’s not. Vickers figured out Nick and Greg’s weaknesses, set them up, and snapped pictures of them in the act. What I can’t work out is how he steered them to Pulaski,” Sasha said.
The mug landed on the counter with a bang. Martine turned to her wide-eyed. “I know how he did it. Clarissa told me that the day the pictures were delivered to the office, she ran into a messenger for Andy Pulaski in the lobby who gave her Pulaski’s card. She checked him out and he seemed like an aggressive attorney, so she called him and recommended him to Ellen.”
“They got the pictures at work?” Sasha asked.
“That’s what Clarissa told me. Why?”
“Because those aren’t the only pictures that were delivered to the office,” Sasha said.
She was steeling herself to tell Martine about The Terrific Trio photos, when they heard the scream.
 



CHAPTER 55
Rich hadn’t been able to believe his eyes when he’d seen Sasha freaking McCandless walk up to the boy and start talking to him. Then, to make matters worse, she’d gone up to the front door, and a few moments later, Martine had let her in.
“Are you kidding me?” he mumbled aloud from his position in the bushes. Now what was he supposed to do? Over the weekend, he’d considered and rejected grabbing the kid and holding him somewhere, hoping to cause disharmony between his parents, maybe instigating a big, public fight. Or worst case, killing the kid and pinning it on Tanner. But he had to stay true to his father. And he knew his father would never have approved of that.
So, he’d decided to wait until the boy had gotten on his bus. Then he was going to put on his mask, force his way into Martine’s house, tie her up, and ransack it, telling her that Tanner owed him money for drugs. It was weak, he knew. But he hoped it would cause a rift. Then, he’d call from Andy’s office on a pretext about Ellen’s will. In a stroke of luck, Ellen had bequeathed some volume of legal books to her. Then ... then, his plan got fuzzy. He had to hope she’d be angry enough at her husband that he could lead her into a conversation about divorce or something. It was important to follow the pattern: problem in the marriage, divorce, murder.
Now, this McCandless wench was messing up everything. What was she in there telling Martine?
Rich could feel his panic rising in his chest. He had to get in there and stop her. He half-rose from his crouch. Cold metal touched his ear.
“Stay right there,” a husky female voice said from behind him.
The woman patted him down one-handed. Then she said, “Turn around, nice and slow.”
Rich turned. He faced an older woman with silver hair in a sleek bob. She wore a black pantsuit and held the gun with authority. He’d never seen her before.
“Who are you?” he croaked. His throat felt tight and dry.
“What’s it matter, Moravian?” She answered. “It’s over now.”
Those words turned Rich’s fear to rage. No, it’s over when Martine’s in the ground, and not until then. He felt a red wave rushing through his body and he rode it, charging her like he’d charged the old man.
She stumbled and went down on one knee but kept her grip on to the gun.
As she pushed herself back to standing, he took aim and kicked her wrist. The gun popped out of her hand and clattered to the gravel.
He reached it first and grabbed it. The woman jumped on his back, clawing at his face with one hand. The other was wrapped around his throat, squeezing. He flailed at her, tried to shake her off, but she hung on.
He couldn’t breathe. Black dots pricked at the corners of his vision. He started to feel hot and dizzy. He wanted to huddle on the ground and surrender to sleep.
And then he thought of his dad. Of the boxes and boxes of letters and packages marked “return to sender” that his executor had sent to Rich when he’d finally tracked him down. They’d dated back through the decades, but his father had kept sending them. A letter each month, a gift on Rich’s birthday and Christmas. Year after year. Even though they came back to him each month, Malcolm hadn’t given up.
How could Rich give up now?
He shook his head, digging at the woman’s claws around his neck. Then he smacked her knuckles hard with the gun. She loosened her grasp, and he threw her off his back. He kicked her as she fell, then he took off running through the hedgerow down to the sidewalk and the boy, who hadn’t even noticed the struggle taking place in his parents’ bushes; his head was still bent over his game, thumbing away.
Rich grabbed the boy and started to drag him along the sidewalk. That’s when the boy screamed.
 



CHAPTER 56
Sasha and Martine ran to the front of the house and out onto the porch.
“Carlton!” Martine wailed.
“Mom!” he called back, tears streaking his face.
The boy was being jerked by his backpack straps along the sidewalk, away from the house. A young guy was doing the jerking. There was nothing memorable about the guy. Except for the gun in his free hand. It was a big, evil looking thing.
Sasha stepped off the porch and crossed the front lawn on a diagonal, heading straight for Rich and the boy.
A trim woman in her late fifties came limping out of the bushes.
“Who the hell are you?” Martine demanded.
Good question, Sasha thought.
“Sam Davis,” the woman answered, resting her hands on her knees and sucking in air. “Chief Security Officer at Prescott & Talbott. I was sitting on Moravian’s apartment this morning and followed him here. He’s been squatting in your bushes since a little before seven.”
“Mom!” the kid cried again, his voice high and desperate.
Martine stepped down from the porch then stopped, hesitating in front of the stairs, unsure what to do to save her son.
“Stop right there!” Rich said, walking backward, with the boy in tow.
Sasha kept walking.
“I said stop!”
“Make me,” she said.
“I’ll shoot him,” Rich said, jabbing the gun at Carlton’s head. He whimpered.
“No you won’t,” Sasha told him. “Your dad wouldn’t like that.”
His face curled into an angry mask, and he snarled. “Don’t talk about my father. You don’t know anything about him,” Rich said.
“I know enough. I know he wanted to be with you more than anything in the world and it burned a hole in him that he couldn’t. I know he wouldn’t want you to do that to Carlton’s dad,” Sash said in a soft voice.
Rich locked eyes with her and swallowed hard.
Behind her, Sasha heard Samantha explaining what happened to Martine.
“I jumped him in the bushes, but he got his hands on my weapon. I was choking him out, when he flipped out, knocked me to the ground and took off after the kid,” Samantha said.
He hadn’t come with a gun, Sasha reasoned. He’d disarmed Samantha. So, he probably hadn’t planned to hurt the boy.
“Think of how scared he must be,” Sasha said to Rich, nodding at the boy. “Think of how scared you would have been at his age.”
“Please,” the boy begged, “please, don’t hurt me.”
Rich dropped the backpack straps abruptly, and the boy stumbled. Then he took off running and didn’t stop until he was in his mother’s arms.
Rich pointed the gun at Sasha and started walking toward her.
“C’mon,” he said, “we’re going back to the house.”
She walked backward, keeping her eyes on the gun and watching for an opening to disarm him.
When she was halfway up the driveway, he told her to stop.
He glanced over to Martine and her son, who was still clinging to his mother, sobs wracking his thin frame.
“Send the boy inside,” he said in a low growl.
“Go ahead, honey. Go in the house,” Martine said in a too bright, cheerful voice.
“Mom, no,” he cried, his arms around her waist.
She smoothed his hair. “Honey, please do as I say.”
The boy didn’t move.
Rich kept the gun trained on Sasha with one shaky hand and pointed at Sam with the other. “You, get him out of here.”
Sam hurried over and peeled Carlton’s hands off Martine, gently but quickly. Martine whispered to him and kissed his head.
Sam led him to the door and pushed him inside. Sasha watched him disappear down the hall.
“Get on your knees!” Rich shouted, shaking Sam’s gun at Sasha. His face was red and his arms were trembling.
Sasha heard Daniel’s voice in her head telling her to stay on her feet at all costs. But her gut told her to comply, so she slowly lowered herself and knelt on the driveway. She faced Rich and the front of the house. Rich had his back to the house. He stepped close and pointed the gun between Sasha’s eyes. Too close. His first mistake.
“Listen, you don’t want to do this,” Sasha said. She kept her voice low and slow. Her brain seemed to have divided in half: the trained part clicked in and took over, calculating and talking; the other part was panicking, thinking about Connelly, thinking about bleeding out on a driveway on a beautiful October morning.
“Shut up!” Rich said, his eyes bulging. He waved the gun, bobbling it, then righted it and aimed it at her head again.
Surely the boy was old enough to know to call 911. If the neighbors hadn’t already. Point Breeze was not the sort of neighborhood where a woman kneeling on the pavement with a gun to her head at seven-thirty in the morning would go unnoticed. She hoped.
Her other hope was that the gun wasn’t loaded. Ordinarily, she had to assume it would be. Asking the assailant wouldn’t be productive. But here she could ask Sam. She suspected it was. If Sam had been concerned enough to carry it, she probably had been concerned enough to render it useful.
She could tell by the way Rich handled the gun, clumsy and unsure, that he wasn’t familiar with firearms. That wasn’t to her advantage, though. He didn’t need to be a proficient marksman to hit her at point-blank range. And, he was likely to shoot her by accident, just fumbling around with the thing.
Sasha locked eyes with Sam over his shoulder.
“Is it loaded?” she asked.
Sam nodded a quick yes, then she said, “As a matter of fact, it’s not. But this one is.”
Rich twisted his neck to see if Sam had a second gun.
Sasha knew his movements were at normal speed, but everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. She reached forward and grabbed the barrel of the gun with her left hand. She wrapped her right hand around the butt. At the same time she jerked the gun to the right, redirecting it from her forehead to the space over her right shoulder. She tensed her biceps and gripped it hard.
Rich’s eyes registered surprise, then panic. When he pulled back on the gun, trying to get it away from her, she was ready for the movement and leaned into it, allowing the force to pull her forward. She used the upward momentum to get her feet under her.
She drove her right knee forward and snapped her foot out, smashing her lower shin into his groin. He shuffled backward and she wrenched the gun from his hands.
She recoiled and drove again with her right shin, pulling from her hip and remembering to breathe out on impact with his groin. She hit him with a satisfying crack.
Rich yelped and collapsed in heap on the driveway, curled in the fetal position. Sasha pulled her foot back a final time and kicked him square in his exposed right shoulder blade. For Larry.
Rich jerked his arm and cried out. Curled up, rocking and mewling, with his eyes closed, he looked like a defenseless child. She turned away.
Sam hurried down the driveway.
“Good work,” she said, clasping Sasha on the shoulder. “Martine’s inside calling the police.”
Sasha handed the gun to her gingerly. “Thanks. Here.”
Sam checked the clip, then tucked it in her jacket pocket.
“What do you want to do with him until the cops get here?” Sam asked.
They both watched Rich whimper and squirm on the ground.
“I might have crushed his pelvic bone,” Sasha said. “I don’t think he’s going anywhere. Why were you at his place this morning?”
Sam brushed her bangs back before she answered. “I’m former FBI. When Mr. Prescott asked me to run down Malcolm Vickers, I found this clown. I told Prescott where he lived and noted the extreme coincidence that Ellen Mortenson and Clarissa Costopolous had both worked his mother’s divorce and had both been brutally murdered. Prescott’s reaction was, I don’t know ... off? Hinky? Whatever, I figured I’d check this guy out. He came over here, skulking in the bushes. So, I had a friend run the address. When it came back as the Landry residence, I knew our boy had something naughty planned.”
“Why didn’t you call the police?” Sasha asked.
“Why didn’t you?” Sam countered.
“What do you mean?”
“Am I supposed to think you just happened to drop by Martine Landry’s out of the blue? I’m sure you turned something up while you were preparing your case. Or cases.”
Sasha shrugged. She wasn’t going to tell Sam Davis that Caroline had helped her.
“Look, I haven’t been at Prescott long enough to know who’s clean and who’s dirty. If you know something, tell me. Please,” Sam said.
“All I’ll say is you need to take a long look at Cinco. And his cabal.”
“The Management Committee?” Sam pressed.
Sasha nodded.
“Can you tell me who I can trust?”
“Volmer. And Caroline Masters,” Sasha told her. “Can you deal with the police? I have to be in court in an hour.”
She left Sam standing over Rich and walked up the driveway to Martine’s front door. She rapped softly, but no one answered. So, she eased the door open.
Martine and Carlton sat in the front room, which looked to be used as a family room. Martine cradled the boy on the couch. She looked up at Sasha over his head.
“Is he okay?” Sasha asked.
“Scared. But he’s fine. Thank you for what you did,” Martine said, tears shining in her eyes.
Sasha nodded. “Listen, I have to go. When the police get here, give them my contact information and send them my way, okay?”
“Okay, sure,” Martine said. Her voice got soft and she added, “I can’t believe he wanted to kill us. Because of a sixteen-year-old divorce?”
Sasha told herself to leave it alone, but she heard her voice ask, “Why did you terminate his father’s rights, Martine?”
“It’s what the client wanted,” Martine answered. “And we didn’t know any better. We were gung-ho: we thought we should win at any cost. We didn’t understand parent-child dynamics. Hell, we didn’t understand anything.”
“And nobody guided you?”
Martine shook her head slowly. “No. It was the strangest thing. You know how Prescott is, every case has layer upon layer of supervision, but it was just the three of us, without a net. At the time, we were terrified of all the responsibility, but we didn’t want to complain. We figured we had to prove we had what it took. And, until now, I would have said we did an outstanding job, all things considered.”
Sasha let herself out. Martine sat, staring blankly at her fireplace and stroking her son’s hair.
 



CHAPTER 57
Sasha walked back to her apartment, her blood still buzzing in her ears from the adrenaline rush of the attack. She showered, changed, and raced to the Municipal Court Building with still-damp hair.
Naya and Larry were waiting for her on a bench outside Magistrate Judge Foster’s courtroom. They both popped up when they saw her coming.
“Where the dickens have you been?” Larry asked. “They’re bringing Nick up now.”
“I went to see Martine. Vickers was there. He grabbed her boy. He’s in custody now. I’ll fill you in later.” She looked around. “Where’s the district attorney?”
Naya and Lara stared at her. Finally, Naya jerked her thumb toward the courtroom. “She’s inside already. And, yes, it’s her again.”
“That’s okay. She’ll need to approve the dismissals anyway, I imagine.” Sasha said.
She headed into the courtroom and walked straight over to Diana Jeffries, who was laughing with her assistants.
“Excuse me,” Sasha said.
Diana turned. “Oh, there you are. Good morning, Sasha.”
Sasha stared. Could she really not know?
“You did hear that Richard Moravian was picked up this morning, right?” Sasha said, cocking her head in confusion.
“The name sounds familiar,” Diana said with a smile that revealed a berry smudge of lipstick on one front tooth.
She’d reapplied in a hurry, with a not-too-steady hand, Sasha thought. Her casual lack of concern was a bluff.
“Good,” Sasha said. She turned to walk over to the table where Naya and Larry waited.
“Wait,” Diana said, “don’t you want to talk about a deal?”
“Nope,” Sasha said over her shoulder without turning around.
The bailiff stood and announced the judge, as everyone in the room hurried to their feet.
“Take a seat, ladies and gentlemen,” Judge Foster said. She looked down at Sasha and then the district attorney. “Are you ladies ready for me to bring in Mr. Costopolous?”
Sasha stood back up. “Your honor, if I may?”
“By all means,” the judge said.
“Counsel for Mr. Costopolous wants to ensure that the Court is aware of a very recent development. Earlier this morning, an individual by the name of Rich Moravian, also known as Richard John Vickers, was taken into custody at the home of Martine Landry, a third female attorney who had previously worked at Prescott & Talbott. It appears that when Mr. Moravian was a child, Ms. Mortensen, Ms. Costopolous, and Ms. Landry represented his mother on a pro bono basis in a very contentious divorce and custody matter. So contentious, in fact, that Mr. Moravian’s biological father’s paternal rights were terminated, which has not sat well with Mr. Moravian. He apparently devised a scheme to drive wedges between the three women and their respective husbands and then, once divorce proceedings had been instituted, murder the women and frame their estranged spouses.” Sasha finished her spiel and then looked up at the judge, expectant and preternaturally calm.
The judge’s eyebrows shot skyward. “My, my. That’s what I call a dissatisfied client.” She paused to let the audience sitting in the gallery titter, then she turned to the district attorney. “Do you have anything to say, Ms. Jeffries?”
Diana took her time standing, then shuffled her papers and smoothed her hair before responding. “Yes, thank you, your honor. I was told by the homicide detectives that, earlier this morning, Mr. Moravian did, in fact, confess to the murder of Ellen Mortenson. Accordingly, I have prepared a motion to dismiss the charges against Mr. Lang.”
The judge squinted at her and said, “Do I hear a but coming, Counselor?”
The district attorney gave her a small smile and continued, “However, Mr. Moravian has denied any connection to Ms. Costopolous’s murder. He claims he did hire a model to flirt with Mr. Costopolous and sent photographic evidence to Ms. Costopolous. And he did, in fact, accost Ms. Costopolous in her car in the parking garage on the morning of her death with the intent to kill her.” She paused and cleared her throat. “But upon being informed by Ms. Costopolous that she was with child, he realized he could not go through with it, and he fled the scene.”
Sasha shot to her feet. “Your honor!”
Judge Foster put up a hand and said, “You’ll get your turn.”
“The People are investigating that story, your honor, but, at this time, intend to proceed with its case against Mr. Costopolous,” Diana explained.
The judge shook her head. “Are you sure about that?” she asked.
“Yes, your honor.”
“Well, then, bring in the defendant,” Judge Foster said to the bailiff.
He picked up the phone.
Sasha leaned over to Naya and whispered, “Give me the pictures.”
Naya passed her a manila folder.
“Your honor? May we approach while we’re waiting?”
The judge shrugged and then waved them up with her hand. Sasha, followed by Larry, approached from one side; Diana and her lackey from the other. The judge flipped a switch and turned on a white noise machine. Its whooshing sound filled the small courtroom.
She leaned forward over the bench. “What’s up?”
“Your honor, I came into possession of these photographs after court on Friday. I don’t know if the District Attorney has seen these yet, but I think they’d help inform her decision,” Sasha said, holding up the folder.
The judge reached down and took it. She flipped it open and grimaced at the first picture. She turned it over and looked at the second one, with two Xs, one obliterating Ellen’s face, the other Clarissa’s.
“Two down, huh?”
“Exactly, your honor,” Sasha said. “The women in these photographs are, from left to right, Ellen Mortenson, Clarissa Costopolous, and Martine Landry. The evidence is overwhelming that the same person killed Ms. Mortenson and Ms. Costopolous and that he intended to kill Ms. Landry.”
The judge passed the folder to Diana Jeffries, who opened it and stared. Then she turned to the second photograph.
Diana turned to Sasha and said through clenched teeth, “Where did you get these?”
“I’ll be happy to have a witness come in and explain in open court, if the District Attorney’s Office insists on moving forward with this farce,” Sasha said, addressing the judge and not her adversary.
The judge said, “Diana, don’t do this. If I have to dismiss these charges from the bench, it’s going to destroy your campaign. Obviously, Mr. Moravian or whoever he is realizes that copping to murder of an unborn child will sign his death warrant, so he concocted this ... story. But you don’t have the goods on Costopolous. Drop it now and save yourself. Build a case against this Moravian guy and nail his hide to the wall for killing that young woman and her baby.”
For a long moment, the only sound was the white noise. Then the door from the hallway swung open and banged against the wall with a loud thud.
Judge Foster glanced up and frowned. Sasha turned and saw a uniformed police officer standing in the doorway.
“Can we help you, officer?” the judge asked, flipping off the white noise machine.
The police officer looked young to Sasha. Possibly even younger than Judge Foster’s interns.
She gripped her patrol cap with both hands and cleared her throat. “Yes, ma’am. I mean, your honor. I’m sorry to interrupt but I need to speak with the District Attorney, ma’am. Detective Gilbert sent me. It’s urgent,” she said. She stood ramrod straight and waited for an order.
The Judge waved a hand at Diana. “Go talk to her, but make it quick.”
“Yes, your honor.” Diana bobbed her head and hustled down the aisle to the waiting police officer.
They whispered loudly for a few moments. Sasha could tell from the district attorney’s posture that she was growing irritated. Finally, she nodded and put up a hand to cut off the patrolwoman. Diana stormed back toward the bench, frustration flashing in her dark eyes.
When the district attorney reached her spot next to Sasha, the judge flicked a switch and white noise filled the courtroom again.
“Well?” Judge Foster demanded.
“Well,” Diana said, smoothing her features into an approximation of a smile, “the murder weapon does not appear to be from Mr. Costopolous’s tool set.”
Sasha hid her surprise.
“Is that so?” the judge asked.
Diana looked sideways at Sasha then nodded.
“Yes. It seems Mr. Costopolous has a Craftsman Professional toolset, and the hammer found at the scene was a DeWalt. I am also told that the hammer found at the scene appeared to be brand new, save for its use in the attack.”
The judge looked from Diana to Sasha and then back to Diana. “Ms. Jeffries, it’s time to make a decision. Fish or cut bait, as they say.”
Diana Jeffries smiled a broad politician’s smile, but anger stained her cheeks beneath her freckles and she said, “In light of the totality of the evidence, the People will withdraw the charges against Mr. Costopolous.”
“Go back to your tables,” the judge instructed, then she nodded to the bailiff.
They returned to their seats as the sheriffs arrived with Nick. He’d aged over the weekend. His eyes were dull, his skin gray. Sasha felt a twinge of pain when she looked at him.
Larry clasped him on the back. “Did they treat you okay, son?” He’d called his friend and had extracted a promise that Nick would be protected.
“As well as could be expected, I guess,” Nick answered. His voice was like his eyes, lifeless and flat.
Sasha leaned over. “It’s almost over, Nick,” she whispered close to his ear.
He didn’t respond.
The judge moved her microphone close and said, “Good morning, Mr. Costopolous.”
“Uh, good morning, your honor.”
“Ms. Jeffries?” The judge said.
Diana stood. Sasha saw her chest rise as she inhaled deeply, perhaps thinking about the upcoming election. She exhaled slowly, then she said, “May it please the court, the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania moves to drop the charges against Mr. Costopolous in light of new evidence that has come to the attention of my office.”
A murmur of surprise shot through the audience.
Nick grabbed Sasha’s arm. “Is she serious?”
“Yes,” Sasha answered, removing his hand and patting it.
“What new evidence?” he asked.
“They found the man who killed Ellen and your wife. He grabbed Martine Landry’s son this morning,” she whispered.
“What? How?”
“I’ll fill you in later.” Sasha turned her attention back to the judge.
“Mr. Costopolous, the charges against you are dismissed. Sir, you are free to go,” Judge Foster said, giving Nick a warm, genuine smile.
Diana started to pack up her bag. Her assistant cornered Larry. Sasha heard him promise that he’d send papers over before lunchtime dropping both the motion to revoke Greg’s bail and the charges against Greg.
They were done. She had two free clients, and a killer was in custody.
“That’s it?” Nick said.
“That’s it,” she answered.
 



CHAPTER 58
Still flushed with the excitement and adrenaline that came with victory, Sasha wandered around her office, straightening stacks of paper and otherwise wasting time until Maisy showed up for the promised exclusive.
She picked up the phone, thought about calling Connelly, then dismissed the idea. What would she say? How’s the house-hunting? By the way, I caught a killer, saved a woman’s life, and got my clients’ murder charges dismissed; wish you were here to celebrate with me?
She was returning the phone to her desk, when Naya walked in, a bounce in her step and a bottle of champagne in her hands. She noted Sasha’s hand, still on the phone.
“Did you call Connelly?” she asked.
“What? No. Why?”
“What do you mean, why? Sasha, call him.”
Sasha jerked her head toward the bottle and changed the subject. “Where’d that come from?”
“Prescott & Talbott,” Naya answered, placing it on the conference table and giving Sasha a long look.
“Are you serious?” Sasha couldn’t believe the balls on Cinco.
“Well, Will Volmer, specifically,” Naya clarified.
That was less creepy. Will had already left her a message congratulating her and letting her know he’d do what he could to protect Caroline. Sam had also left a message. As had Detective Gilbert. She supposed she should start returning them.
Larry came through the door with Nick and Greg in his wake. “Look what I found on my way in.”
Greg shook Sasha’s hand. “Thank you. From my heart, Sasha, thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” she said.
Nick enveloped her in a tight hug. He’d showered and smelled like cologne. “Thank you,” he murmured into her hair.
She freed herself and tugged her jacket down. “And you’re welcome, too.”
“We came to invite you to my place for a sort of combined wake and celebration. We’re going to remember our wives and give thanks for our freedom,” Nick said. “Will you join us? All of you?” he said, including Naya and Larry with a wide smile.
“Sure,” Naya shrugged.
“One drink to toast freedom, of course,” Larry said.
“I have a meeting in a few minutes,” Sasha said, “but maybe I’ll catch up with you after.”
“Please do,” Nick said.
“Let me grab my purse. I’ll meet you guys downstairs,” Naya said and walked over to her office.
The men trooped out of the office, Larry in the lead, waxing poetic on freedom and the criminal justice system.
Naya popped her head back in. “You are coming, right, Mac?”
“I’ll try,” she said.
“Call Connelly,” Naya said and withdrew her head before Sasha could respond.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
The empty offices were too quiet, and Sasha was too fidgety to stay there alone until Maisy arrived. The glow from the win had worn off and something was nagging at her, tugging on the back of her brain.
So, she headed downstairs for a wholly unnecessary cup of coffee.
Ocean and Kathryn were huddled by the cappuccino machine, giggling and whispering. She walked over to the counter.
“Hi, Sasha,” Kathryn said, unable to hide her grin.
“What’s so funny?” Sasha asked.
“Nothing.” More giggles.
Ocean burst out laughing, “Kathryn just saw her crush.”
Sasha looked around. The shop was empty.
“A customer?”
“Not one of ours. Yours.” Ocean said.
Kathryn poured Sasha a coffee and said, “A client, I guess. He was with Naya and Larry and some other dude. He’s old. But he’s cute in a swarthy way.”
The girls dissolved into more laughter. Sasha realized they were talking about Nick and shook her head.
“Thanks for the coffee,” she said, turning to leave.
Kathryn elbowed Ocean, and they pulled themselves together. “Don’t be mad,” Kathryn said, “I would never hit on one of your clients; he’s just so smoldering.”
“I’m not mad, but he’s way too old for you. And, he’s a widower. They both are,” Sasha said, in case the girls didn’t follow the local news.
Ocean gasped. “Like, they had wives? And now they’re dead?”
“Just like that,” Sasha said.
“Oh, that’s so sad,” Kathryn said. “Especially for the cute one.”
Ocean turned to her friend and said, “You know he’s not that cute, Kath. And he’s kind of creepy.”
Kathryn rolled her eyes.
“Well, he creeped me out,” Ocean insisted.
Sasha was curious. “What did he do that creeped you out, Ocean?”
Ocean hesitated, then she said, “I mean, it wasn’t a big deal. It was just kinda odd. One day last week, the sink in the back was leaking, so Jake sent me over to Home Depot to get some washers right after the lunch rush died down, you know?”
“Sure.”
“Well, that store is just totally confusing. So, I wandered around and finally ended up at the tool area in the middle. I was just gonna ask someone. The guy was busy with a customer. It was your guy. The cute one. Anyway, this Home Depot guy was trying to help him pick out a hammer, going on and on about, um, DeWalt, I think it was, and how it was such a great brand, but cute guy did not want any help. So, finally he grabbed a hammer off the pegboard then stalked away. Creepy,” Ocean finished with a dramatic eye roll.
Sasha’s stomach roiled.
“You okay?” Kathryn asked. “You look ... green.”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Ocean, can you remember what day it was? It’s really important,” Sasha said. She put down her coffee and gripped the edge of the counter with both hands, willing herself not to vomit.
“Uhm,” Ocean thought, “it had to be Tuesday.”
“You’re sure?” Sasha said.
“Positive sure.”
On Tuesday, two days before his wife’s murder, Nick had purchased a DeWalt hammer, the same brand that had been used to kill his wife, even though he claimed to have not needed a hammer that day and to have not known his had gone missing.
“Do me a favor,” Sasha said.
“Sure,” they said in unison.
“A woman named Maisy Farley is going to come in looking for me. She’s a very pretty blonde with a Southern accent. Please tell her an urgent personal matter come up and I had to leave. Will you do that?”
“Uh-huh,” Ocean said.
“Got it,” Kathryn added.
Sasha could barely hear them over the blood rushing in her ears. She smiled a weak thank you and left. In the hallway, she took deep, gulping breaths, but it felt as if her throat were blocked. She tripped up the stairs and locked up the office. She put her head down and walked out to her car as quickly as she could on shaking legs. She had to get home.
Rich Moravian might have stolen Nick’s hammer, but Nick had dealt the blows that had stolen Clarissa’s life.
 



Epilogue
On the twelfth day after Sasha learned that Nick Costopolous had played her for a fool, she came home from work and changed out of her suit. She pulled on her yoga pants, and they promptly puddled into a heap around her ankles.
A quick inspection in the bathroom mirror revealed that her rib cage was visible in both her chest and her back. Although her appetite had disappeared twelve days earlier, replaced by a persistent nausea and low-level panic, she decided it was time to eat a meal.
Sasha wondered if the recipes Connelly had left for her included his white chicken chili or the country-style mushroom and lentil stew that made her think she was at a chateau in Bordeaux every time she smelled it. She wasn’t certain he’d deem either dish appropriate for her skill level, but if she had to eat, she wanted homemade comfort food—something warm and filling—and she had no desire to visit her parents.
So, the only option was to make it herself. Preferably with ingredients she already had on hand, which was going to add to the difficulty level, considering she hadn’t been to Trader Joe’s since she realized that she’d freed a murderer. Buying groceries had seemed frivolous and somehow indulgent, despite Larry’s daily call to remind her that she had simply being doing her job.
She fired up her laptop and queued her music play list. Train filled her kitchen, singing soulfully but soothingly, while she dug out her striped apron and twisted the cap off a beer. Tackling a meal was exactly what she needed to take her mind off the mess she’d created.
She pulled the recipe box down from its spot on the pot rack. The box, with its country kitchen motif, was wildly out of place in her sleek kitchen of polished bronze and recycled glass. But it had earned its prominent spot: back in the spring, the secretary to a murdered judge had used the box to conceal a mini-cassette that the judge’s killer had desperately wanted to get her hands on. So, the recipe box had stayed, and Connelly had gradually filled it with detailed recipes he’d written specifically to be Sasha-proof.
She carried the cardboard box and her Yuengling over to the island. Something rattled around inside the box. She leaned against the island and, as Train sang to her about that one night and promised it wasn’t a drive by, she put down her beer and opened the box.
In the front was a recipe card with a hole punched in the top left corner. She removed the card. A piece of kitchen twine was threaded through the hole and the dazzling ruby ring Connelly had tried to give her their last night together dangled from the twine.
She stared at the deep red stone for a few seconds before she took a pull on her beer and read the card. In his messy scrawl, Connelly had written “A Starter. Serves Two. Ingredients: You. Me. Telephone. Directions: Pick up the phone. Call me.”
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Chapter 1
The woman emerged from a pack of pedestrians. They parted as she passed. They stared at her in awe. I imagined them asking each other, “Who is that woman?” She drew attention in part because of her beauty. In part due to her confidence.
Surrounding her were six men.
Dressed in black.
All armed.
Not a sight you see every day on the outskirts of London.
Yet people didn’t notice them. She made them look invisible.
I presumed the men had training on a level close to my own.
The woman and the men continued their approach down the street. Her black hair was parted down the middle. It splashed across her shoulders. The breeze lifted it at the edges and it danced in the wind.
They stopped in front of Cataldi’s. The restaurant had a wood burning stove. The cooks had started it a few minutes ago. The exhaust fan spit flavored smoke into the sky. It passed by me. My stomach ached with anticipation. As much for the meal as for the job.
The woman and her bodyguards continued on. They’d stopped in front of the restaurant the previous three days. They never went in. Three doors down sat the cafe. If the woman were as much a creature of habit as I thought, and counted on, they’d go in there again this morning.
The roof offered a view of the entire street. The downside to that was that I could be seen from the street from both directions. With the woman and her security team close by, I retreated. No big deal. Their plans weren’t secret.
I touched the button on the device connected to my ear. Steady static ensued. “I’ve got visual confirmation. Heading inside now.” I tapped the button again. The static faded away.
Noise crawled along the building’s two hundred year old facade. The chatter of those passing, a moped racing by, the steady thud of the bodyguards’ hard-soled shoes, and the woman’s stilettos attacking the sidewalk.
They stood out from the rest.
Staying low, I crossed the rooftop, coming to a stop in front of the building access. Nothing in the surrounding environment had changed. I pulled the door open, kicked the prop out of the way and hit the stairs, taking them two at a time.
The lobby door crashed open. Heavy steps hit the stairs. The person ran up. Their heavy breaths indicated that they had been running even before they entered the building.
I froze in place, pulled my Beretta and leaned back against someone’s door.
A mother scolded her child. The little kid raced through the apartment behind me. A door slammed. The mother let out a frustrated sound.
The footsteps kept coming toward me. Had they spotted me? I moved away from the wall and toward the stairs. The person stopped. I held my breath. They let out theirs. Then they took a deep breath and exhaled again.
“Good run,” they said, followed by a door opening and closing.
Shaking my head, I reflected on how close I’d come to killing an innocent bystander. No time to dwell. I continued my descent.
Sasha’s voice filled my ear. “She’s in front of the cafe, Jack.”
I didn’t stop to reply. Five steps separated me from the lobby. I’d see for myself in a few moments.
Black and white checkered tile led to the front of the room where double doors swayed back and forth a few inches. I ran up to them, stopped, scanned the street in front of me. I couldn’t see her. The two men positioned behind her were too tall and too wide.
Where’d they find these guys? The pro wrestling circuit? They sure as hell weren’t former Special Forces.
I drove my shoulder into the door, pushed it open and stepped onto the sidewalk. Down here, the smell of the grill was stronger. It combined with that of the pastry shop next door. It was almost enough to throw me off.
I turned left and started walking, using the windows next to me to watch the scene on the other side of the street. One of her security detail studied me. He was mammoth in size. He stayed outside along with another big guy, while the other four accompanied the woman into the cafe.
“They’re heading inside, Jack.”
I reached up and activated the speaker. “Are we set up?”
“We never got inside.”
“Say again?”
“They had two waiting.”
“So she’s got eight bodyguards today?”
“The threat was high. You knew this. You said you were prepared for it.”
Three elderly women approached. I said nothing with them in earshot. One of the women smiled at me. Bright red lipstick coated her lips, as well as skin above and below. Even her teeth were shades of red. I smiled back and nodded at her.
“Jack? Do you want me to call everyone back and abort?”
I looked over my shoulder. The woman was no longer in sight. Two men stood in the doorway. The elderly women crossed the street. One of them skipped a step. Must be one good cup of coffee inside.
The older women approached the two behemoths standing guard. The guards demanded that the ladies open up their purses so they could search them. They tossed items on the ground. One of the women protested loudly. The guy said something to the effect of, “Don’t like it? Get lost.”
“Jack?” she yelled.
“Call them off,” I said.
“You’re giving up?”
“They weren’t doing this yesterday.”
“What?”
“I’ll see you in an hour.”
“Jack, what are you going to do?”
I pulled the device off my ear, tossed it into the trash, continued on another half block. I reached behind my back and drew my Beretta. It went into the trash, too. I stepped off the curb, paused for a white Fiat that honked at me as it passed, then crossed the street. A group of teenagers told me to go back to America. I ignored them.
Ahead, the last of the elderly women stepped inside the cafe. The guard closest to me turned his head in my direction. He watched as I approached.
I stopped in front of the cafe. Placed my foot on the first step.
The guy stuck his thick hand out. He wagged his finger in front of me. When he spoke, his accent was Irish, thick, like he was from Cork. “I saw you exit the apartment building and head up the street.”
I nodded. “Had a coffee date with a woman. She called it off. Kind of happy, actually. This place has the best brew in town. First time I’ve seen security here, though. What’s going on? Did the Queen stop by today?”
The men glanced at each other. They looked like two defensive linemen about to converge on the quarterback at the same time.
“Come up here,” the guy on the right said. He was local.
I stepped up, held my arms out to the side.
“Turn around,” Cork said.
I faced the apartment building. A kid walking by looked up at me. I stuck my tongue out at him and crossed my eyes. He smiled. The guy behind me patted me down, stuck his hands in my pocket, and cupped me somewhere he shouldn’t have. I rose up on my tiptoes.
“You gonna buy me a pastry now?” I said.
“Shut up,” Cork said.
“Go on in,” the other said.
Neither held the door for me. I felt cheated after how close we’d become.
I used the hard toe of my right shoe against the door’s kick plate and nudged it open. The aroma of dark roast met me. My mouth watered. It was necessary to stay focused, so I scanned the room, breaking it down into quadrants.
The woman sat in the corner, surrounded by guys smaller than the two at the front door. These were the pros. The other two were meatheads whose only purpose was to scare the store’s patrons. I kept my eyes moving. Didn’t want to linger on her too long. Or on the men.
There were three people behind the counter. The day before there had only been two, and those two weren’t present today. I figure most people would assume that the biggest one would be the plant, if there was one. Not me. And not the skinny guy with red hair and acne either. I pegged it as the cute girl with the dimples. She smiled and winked and put my mind at ease.
Not an easy thing to do.
I ordered a Cafe Americano and took a seat at a table fifteen feet away from the woman.
Her name was Marcia Stanton. The name meant nothing to me. I’d been told Marcia was an up and comer in politics. She had gained relevance by attacking and bringing down some powerful people. A grassroots movement built, and next thing she knew, people encouraged her to run for office.
At first, she declined. The offers didn’t stop. So when a heavy hitter stepped in and told her she owed it to her country, she agreed.
And that opened a Pandora’s Box of hell for her. Death threats came. Bodyguards were hired. Three attempts on her life had resulted in the hiring of three more bodyguards to replace her core four.
All of that led to me being seated in that cafe, mid-morning, hungry, tired, unarmed and uncaffeinated. At least one condition was close to being remedied.
“Sir?”
I glanced up at the cute girl with the dimples. She threw a pale elbow on the counter and held out my mug with the other hand. I rose, stole a glance at Marcia and her bodyguards, and walked to the counter. The girl watched me the whole way. One hand wrapped around the mug. The other dropped a tip on the glass top.
“Cream or sugar?” she asked.
I shook my head. “Black is fine. The rest of the stuff gets in the way.”
She shrugged. “Anything else?”
Behind her, the big guy glared at me. I noticed a swastika tattooed on his wrist. We engaged in a stare-off. He looked away first.
“Sir?” the girl said.
“I’m fine,” I said.
She turned around, rolling her eyes. I was just another schmuck to her, and that was OK. I returned to the same table, sat in a different seat. This one allowed me to see the counter and Marcia’s booth. The downside to that was that the table created an obstacle that I had to go around in order to do my job.
One of the bodyguards rose. He headed toward the hallway that led to the restrooms.
Hand Tattoo passed through a beaded curtain. I figured he went into the kitchen. Dimples glanced around the cafe. Her gaze came to a stop on Marcia’s table. A minute later, the girl joined the guy in back, leaving the skinny red-head all alone.
I stood, walked to the counter and leaned against it.
Skinny Red said, “Help you?”
“I’m good,” I said.
Skinny Red seemed too calm, relaxed, confident. If there was a plant, it had to be him.
The front door opened. A man stepped inside. A sheet of sweat coated his forehead. His breathing was erratic. His eyes shifted side to side. They never settled on anything. He looked at me, Skinny Red, the beaded curtain, and at Marcia. And when he saw her, he bent over and reached for his ankle.
 



Chapter 2
One hand reached to my ear, and the other around my back. Neither found what they were looking for. I’d thrown away the ear piece and pistol a few minutes ago. I hoped to recover them soon. Making it out alive became priority number one. There was no backup now. I had no idea who was and wasn’t trustworthy in the cafe.
The nervous man caught the attention of Marcia’s table. One of her men rose. He strolled over to the guy. This left Marcia with two bodyguards. One next to her, and one across the table.
The guy who’d stood up now blocked the path of the nervous man, who was bent over with two fingers in his sock. The man lifted his head three inches. His gaze followed along. His eyes angled inward. They focused on the barrel of the pistol aimed at his forehead. The expression on his face took a few moments to change.
“Don’t move.” The bodyguard’s accent wasn’t easy to place. South Africa, maybe? Perhaps New Zealand. I get those mixed up quite often.
The nervous man let out a sound I’d once heard a dying squirrel make. A couple seconds later, drips of water hit the floor. It wasn’t water though. A puddle formed at his feet.
“Disgusting,” the bodyguard said. He jabbed the end of his pistol into the nervous guy’s chest.
Around the cafe, patrons stared in horror at the scene unfolding. It seemed everyone was enthralled by the event. All except for one of the elderly women. She bit into her pastry and refused to put it down.
I remained still, watched the scene play out.
“Get up, slowly,” the bodyguard said.
The nervous man shook. He came up halfway, convulsed, then straightened his body. The front of his shorts were wet. His weapon shook in his hand. The bodyguard swatted at it. Two five-pound notes drifted to the floor.
The bodyguard looked over his shoulder. He laughed, and said, “You believe this?”
The other two members of Marcia’s security detail laughed. One held up his hands and shrugged.
I heard footsteps behind me. The fourth bodyguard, presumably, returning from the bathroom.
I was wrong.
Dimple’s perfume hit me before she passed on my left. Hand Tattoo’s body odor eradicated her sweet smell. He had a gun dangling from his right hand. He lifted his arm and aimed at the bodyguard who stood in the middle of the cafe.
The bodyguard’s training forced him into action. Already armed with an M40, he spun. He drove his shoulder into the nervous guy’s chest. The man flew backward, sprawled out, skidded to the door. Hand Tattoo fired first. He caught the bodyguard in the gut. A crimson bloom formed near the man’s navel. He fell backward, landed on the nervous guy’s legs. Feeble attempts to lift his sidearm failed.
I heard another shot, glanced toward Marcia’s table. One of her men lay face down on top of it. Unfocused eyes stared toward the display cabinet. Above them, blood flowed from a hole in his forehead. The bullet he took ended his life.
I grabbed a mug off the counter. It felt thick, heavy. I whipped my arm around and slammed the mug into the back of Hand Tattoo’s head. His scalp split in two. The coffee cup shattered. The only thing left in my hand was the handle. Hand Tattoo fell to his knees. I struck him twice with each fist. He fell forward, unconscious.
The men out front tried to get back inside. One drove his shoulder into the front door. It dinged as it opened. It didn’t get far, though. The nervous man and the bodyguard who took the gut shot blocked the door’s arc, preventing it from opening all the way. That didn’t stop the two men outside from driving it open repeatedly. The nervous man took the brunt of the door’s steel frame. He screamed with every thrust.
I looked away after his arm broke. There were more pressing issues to deal with at that time.
With Hand Tattoo out of my way, I had a good view of Dimples. She fired a second shot. The live guard at the table covered Marcia Stanton. The bullet entered through his lower back. Dimples fired again. It hit the wall. A plaster cloud loomed in the air. Dimples cursed.
I glanced over the counter and located Skinny Red. He lay on the floor, hands over his head. I felt disappointed in being wrong about the guy.
Dimples retracted then extended her arm. The trigger clicked. The bullet didn’t fire. She turned the gun sideways. Her head lowered an inch. She shook the weapon and tried again. Nothing happened. The pistol had jammed.
Already moving forward, I reached inside my pocket and pulled out a pen. Dimples looked over her shoulder. Her eyes grew wide. Her right shoulder ducked. She turned on the ball of her left foot. Four feet separated me and my pen from her and her gun.
She reached out and screamed and squeezed the trigger.
I cocked my left arm back, and twisted and jumped.
Her pistol roared. The muzzle flash was bright and instantaneous. The bullet sliced past me and smashed into the plaster wall. A chunk fell to the floor.
She looked pissed. Her mouth contorted. She turned and reset her aim.
I swung my left arm and drove the pen into the side of her neck. I wasn’t going for her jugular, or even a kill shot. The pen did damage in a different way. My only job was to insert the tip. The fluid inside the hollow body did the rest. I watched and waited. She brought her hand up to her neck, wrapped it around the pen. Her twisted expression told me that the fluid coursed through her system.
Quickly.
Dimples dropped to one knee. She fell sideways against the display case. Her lips smeared against the glass as she slid down it on her way to the floor.
“What just happened?” Marcia Stanton said.
I pushed myself off the floor, got to one knee, and said, “You’re OK now. It’s safe.”
The front door burst open. The two men came in shouting.
“Just stay there,” Marcia told them.
Like well-trained dogs, they remained in place.
With one foot off the ground, a pen in one hand, and Dimple’s Glock in the other, I rose. The adrenaline letdown had begun, and delayed my reaction to the footsteps behind me.
Marcia’s hands went out and she shook her head side to side. I think she might have said, “No, no, no,” but I can’t be sure.
Something smashed against the back of my head. I fell forward, catching the side of my face against Marcia’s table, inches from the dead bodyguard’s blood. Might have slid into it. Maybe not. Hard to tell, because that was about the time that I blacked out.
 



Chapter 3
Bright red.
That was what I saw, even though my eyes were closed. I heard voices around me. They were muffled and deep. My face felt hot. My body felt detached. It was almost like I’d spent a day buried up to my neck in sand at the beach.
I forced my eyes open. A bright light hovered above me. I brought my hand to my face. Metal joints creaked. The light swung away. It cast its insidious glare toward the corner of the room. The retinal burn faded, bright to dark to faint then gone. I looked around the room. There was a woman standing next to the bed. I recognized her.
“Jesus, are you OK, Jack?” Sasha asked.
I nodded. My neck felt stiff. “Yeah, I’m all right.”
“What the hell happened in there?”
Glimpses of the attempt on Marcia’s life played in my mind.
“I’m not quite sure.” Slipping my hand between my head and the pillow, I massaged the base of my skull and glanced around. It wasn’t a normal hospital room. “Where am I?”
“Where do you think?”
“I wouldn’t ask if I had a clue.”
“You’re in the basement of my facility. One of our guys, you know, the ones you sent away, he heard gunshots. By the time he got to the cafe, you were face down in a pool of someone else’s blood. We found multiple others on the floor.”
“Not all of them were my fault.”
“The people in the cafe told us that you took two of them out, but one of them had taken out the dead guy on the table.”
“And the guard who stood in the middle of the restaurant.”
“And another guard at the table is paralyzed from the waist down.”
“And some innocent guy got battered by the front door.”
She nodded.
“And Marcia Stanton?” I asked.
“She’s fine. We got her out along with the member of her security detail that took you out. In all, she left behind one dead guard and the blood of two others. I hope, at least. Both men that were shot are in critical condition at this time.”
I checked my facts against hers in my head. She sounded like she had a pretty good idea of what happened. Guess she figured I could fill in some holes.
I shook my head. “So she made it through unscathed.”
Sasha nodded.
“And it was one of her guys that took me out?”
She nodded.
I reached for a glass of water perched on the nightstand next to the bed. It had red lipstick on the rim. I spun it around and took a sip. “And what about the two I neutralized?”
She said, “What about them?”
I said, “You didn’t let them go, did you?”
She said, “We’ve got them in custody. Thank you for confirming that you’re responsible for them.”
I nodded. “They came out of nowhere. I took the guy out first, Dimples second.”
“Dimples?”
“She had dimples. They stood out.”
Sasha said nothing.
“You didn’t notify anyone, did you?”
“Who would I notify?”
“You know who.”
“No, I didn’t tell Erin.” She looked away. Bringing up Erin around the woman always produced this result.
When I had agreed to remain in London and help Sasha, she had asked me to leave Erin with the impression that I had left the country. I didn’t. Even though things had long since quieted between Erin and me, she was the mother of my child. A child I hadn’t known about until recently. My time away from the job was spent with Mia, and in turn, Erin.
“It’s best that you didn’t,” I said. “I don’t want to worry Mia.”
“And Erin.”
“You sound jealous.”
“Maybe I am.” She could have burned me with her stare.
I smiled. She looked away.
“You feel well enough to get dressed?” she said.
“Bit of a headache, but I’ll manage,” I said.
“OK. There’s a shower in the bathroom. Get yourself cleaned up, changed, and then come up to my office.”
I watched Sasha walk away. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail. It swung to the side. Every step revealed a bit of her neck. She exited into the hallway and pulled the door shut.
I swung my feet over the bed and stood. My head spun. Perhaps I had risen too fast. The edge of my vision darkened for a second or two. A hand on the bed steadied my body. The sensation passed. I breathed in through my nose, held it, and exhaled through my mouth.
“OK,” I said. “That was fun.”
I stepped into the bathroom. A folded towel, washcloth, and unopened bar of soap waited for me on the toilet seat. I reached past the thin shower curtain and turned the shower faucet. Ice-cold water dribbled from the shower head. It’d warm up, I supposed.
I looked at my reflection in the mirror that hung over the sink. Blood caked my forehead. I parted my hair in a dozen spots but found no wound. I recalled the pool of blood on the table in the cafe. It had spread. Or I had moved. Same result either way.
My fingertips skated along my scalp. They met in the back. There I felt a line of stitches. Twelve by my count. They hadn’t bandaged the wound, so I figured it wasn’t too bad.
My headache dissipated. The blow had rendered me unconscious, but I didn’t feel too many aftereffects. That didn’t mean a concussion didn’t exist. I had a feeling that Sasha would insist I stay in the infirmary all night. It was that or the city hospital. At least the building offered safety.
The mirror fogged up. I wiped it with my palm, leaving behind thin streaks of condensation. The gaps filled back in.
I stepped into the shower. Red-tinted water pooled below my feet. My blood or someone else’s? Ignoring it, I washed my body three times just to make sure I’d removed it all. The minutes passed and the water turned clear.
I cut the faucet off, dried myself and went back into the room. Sasha had left a change of clothes for me. She’d set my wallet and cell phone next to them. I put on the khaki pants and an off-white polo. They fit just right. Had she been creeping around my closet? I grabbed my cell and the wallet, inspected both, and stuffed them in opposite front pockets.
My shoes must’ve taken a beating in the cafe, because she’d left a new pair for me. Brown, leather, steel toed and hard soled. Another perfect fit.
I grabbed the glass of water she’d left behind. The condensation on the outside of the cup felt cold against the skin of my palm, which was still hot from the shower. I emptied the glass, sat it down, walked to the door, and stepped out of the room. My head started to spin again. I stopped, placed my hand on the wall, waited for it to pass.
It didn’t take long, and it wasn’t as bad as the first spell.
A nurse witnessed the event. “You OK?”
I nodded. “I’m fine.”
She said, “Positive?”
I closed my eyes, dropped my head back, turned my palms up and walked on a line. “Would I be able to do this if I was lying?”
“You better come back down here after you’re done with your meeting.”
I got the distinct feeling that Sasha had to override the nurse to get me out of the room. I resumed walking like a normal person.
She shook her head.
I nodded and smiled as I passed her.
She said, “I’m serious, Jack.”
This was the second time she had treated me. Last time had been off-site. I felt bad that I couldn’t remember her name. I glanced toward the tag on her lapel, but she’d already turned back to her paperwork.
“I know you are,” I said. “That’s why I always refer to you as Nurse Serious. Best of the bunch.”
“Get out of here,” she said, laughing.
I stopped in front of the elevator. There were no buttons, only a card reader. I retrieved my wallet and found my access card inside. I waved it in front of the device on the wall. The steel doors parted and I stepped inside the mirrored lift.
Sasha’s office was on the top. That correlated to the button labeled four on the elevator’s panel. I pressed it. The doors shut. The elevator dropped a foot, then darted upward. It took a second for my stomach to catch up. I braced myself for another dizzy spell, but it didn’t happen.
The lift came to a stop. The door didn’t open. They wouldn’t on their own. Sasha worked on a restricted access floor. I still held my access card in my hand. I swiped it through the reader above the buttons. A light switched from red to green. The doors opened. A guard straightened up. He placed his hand on his sidearm and stared me down.
I walked toward him. “At ease, mate.”
He rolled his eyes at me. I never tired of it. They did.
He reached across his body and pressed a button. The double doors in front of me clicked and hissed. I reached out, turned the handle on the right and pushed the door open.
This section of the building was gray. No other way to put it. Gray floors, gray cubicles, gray doors on the offices. Even the windows were covered with gray blinds. Half the people looked gray. Not their hair, their skin. Perhaps someone that paid too much money for the work they did figured the dodgy look of the floor made the workers more productive.
It depressed the hell out of me, and I’d only been inside a few seconds.
I glanced into the cubicles as I passed. Most occupants ignored me. The ones that didn’t glared at me. They all did anything but work. I saw Facebook, Twitter, and a couple rounds of solitaire being played.
So much for the productivity theory.
A guard was positioned at the end of the cubicle-lined corridor. He stared me down. I looked anywhere but at him.
“You’re supposed to have your ID clipped where I can see it,” he said.
I ignored him.
“You there,” he said. “You hear me?”
I glanced at him, nodded and angled my body in advance of turning to the right at the last cubicle in the line.
“I need to see your ID,” he said.
I fished out my wallet and produced my identification card.
“Thank you.”
“I wouldn’t be in here if I didn’t have it, you know.”
“I know,” he said.
Asshole.
I continued on until I reached Sasha’s office. The gray door was closed. I knocked three times.
“Come in,” she said.
I opened the door, and said, “Give a guy a badge and a gun and all of a sudden he’s…” My words tapered off. I hadn’t counted on another person being in the room.
 



Chapter 4
Sasha and another woman sat in chairs positioned in front of Sasha’s bare desk. The view behind her empty high-back leather chair was of the Thames. Dark clouds gathered in the distance. The other woman faced the window.
“Jack,” Sasha said. “You met Marcia Stanton earlier.”
Marcia turned toward me. She smiled. She could have been a toothpaste model.
“Yes,” I said. “We had a cup of coffee together.”
“Right,” Sasha said. “Forgive him,” she added. “He’s American.”
The way she said it made me feel like I should apologize. Fortunately, that sensation passed quickly. I grabbed the empty chair and placed it three feet between and in front of the women. We formed a triangle.
“What’s this about?” I asked.
“I wanted to thank you,” Marcia said.
“Just doing my job,” I said.
“You’re too gracious,” she said.
“Jack’s one of the best operators I’ve ever met,” Sasha said.
“I believe it,” Marcia said. “I’ve never seen someone act so decisively.”
“I froze,” I said. “And while I enjoy having my horn tooted by two attractive women as much as the next guy, I can also tell when I’m being buttered up for something. So cut the crap and tell me what’s going on.”
The women looked at each other for a moment, then turned toward me.
Sasha said, “Marcia feels that—”
“Allow me,” Marcia interrupted. “Mr. Noble—”
I held my hand up and looked at Sasha. “You told her my name?”
“It’s OK, Jack. She checks out.”
I shook my head. “Anyway, continue.”
Marcia glanced toward Sasha, then back at me. She smiled. It wasn’t the winning grin she had displayed a few minutes ago. The woman felt nervous now.
“I’m going to assume you know my story. Most of it, at least. What you don’t know, Sasha will fill you in on after I’ve left.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “I’ve pissed off a lot of people, Jack. Some of those people want me dead, as you are well aware. They are getting closer and closer to being successful. My concern grows larger day after day. I go to sleep wondering if I’ll wake up. I wake up wondering if I’ll live to go to sleep. I’m not sure how I even survived that scenario today.”
“Neither am I,” I said.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“You go have coffee at the same place every day this week.”
“I’m trying to reach out and become a part of this community so I can win the election.”
“You hire amateurs for your security detail.”
She straightened up and crossed her wrists at her waist. “They came highly recommended. I was told they were the best in the business.”
“Then you were duped. Those two guys out in front of the cafe, they were goons, Marcia. They harassed old ladies, for Christ’s sake. You got a guy that gets up and goes to the bathroom. Another leaves the table and bullies a man who was already shaken by the thugs out front. That leaves you with two bodyguards, and that’s after two-thirds of the staff behind the counter disappears. Frankly, Marcia, I’m not sure how either of us is alive right now.”
The woman said nothing. An awkward silence ensued. Sasha tried to break it.
“What Jack is trying to say is—”
“There’s no trying. I said what needed to be said. And I’m going to add to it. You’re stupid for following through with this whole election. You’re going to end up dead. Maybe not this week, or the next. Hell, you might make it to and through the election. You might even make it through a term or two. But the longer you’re in, unless you go the way of most other politicians, you’re going to keep pissing off the wrong people and one day it’s going to come back to bite you on the ass.”
Marcia narrowed her eyes. Her hands rose into the air and became animated. “I know the dangers. I saw what happened to the Prime Minister.”
I glanced at Sasha. “She doesn’t know?”
Sasha shook her head.
A few months prior there had been an incident that brought Sasha, Prime Minister Alex Parkin, and me together. In order to save the man’s life, I had to shoot him in the shoulder. It worked out in the end. I didn’t go to prison. We caught the bad guy, the bad girl, and Parkin became a hero.
“He’s lucky he’s not dead,” I said. “Anyway, did you really bring me in here to talk about Alex Parkin?”
“I’ll get right to it, Jack. I know my security has been bad.”
“I exaggerated,” I said.
“No, you didn’t. I need the best.” She glanced at Sasha, then back at me. “That’s why I want to hire you.”
“What?” I looked at Sasha. She shrugged.
“Money is not an object,” Marcia said. “You can name your price. I can provide every resource you need. If you want to bring in your own men, I can accommodate that.”
I leaned back in my chair and crossed my left leg over my right knee. Marcia’s stare never left mine. She looked serious, and perhaps scared. The attempt today had left her shaken. Understandable, I thought. She sat motionless. It was up to me to respond. She was not going to break the silence.
“Listen, I’m not sure what Sasha told you, or what your people might have said about me, but I’m not in the body guarding business. It works against my natural instincts.”
“I saw you in the cafe. You knew the two people behind the counter didn’t belong there.”
“No,” I said. “I knew the girl didn’t, but then I figured the skinny kid was the plant. You know what happened to him? He ended up wetting himself on the floor. I was just as wrong as the men you hired.”
Marcia said nothing. She leveled me with her dark eyes. Half of me said to take the job. The other half said to run away.
“Sasha, tell her I’m not the right guy for this.”
Sasha put her hands in the air. “I don’t want to lose you, Jack, not for any amount of time. But if you agree, I have no qualms about you going. I don’t want to see anything happen to Marcia.”
“Thanks, Sasha.” I shook my head.
“Four weeks, a million dollars U.S.”
“What?” I said.
“One point five,” Marcia said.
I rose and walked past the women. The storm clouds to the north had thickened in the short time I’d been in the office.
“Two million dollars, Mr. Noble.”
“You could buy a full team of pros for a quarter of that.” I turned to face her. “I’ll give you the number of a guy. He’ll have four men here by midnight. They’re specialists. They can keep you safer than I can.”
“I don’t want them,” Marcia said. “I want you.”
“This is crazy. I’m not a bodyguard.”
“I’m not leaving this office until you say yes.”
“Hope you brought a change of clothes then.” My cell buzzed against my thigh. I held my finger out as I reached for it. “Hold on.” I glanced at the screen. “I’ve got to take this.”
Sasha glanced over at me. “Erin?”
“No, someone from the States.” I walked past them, turned when I got to the door. “Let it go, Sasha.”
 



Chapter 5
I stepped into the hall with the phone buzzing in my hand. No one seemed to notice or care. I answered the call before it diverted to voicemail.
“Jack?”
I hesitated a minute. It’d been over a year since I heard a voice that sounded like my own.
“Sean?” I said.
“How’s my baby brother doing?”
“I’m doing OK. How… How’d you get this number?”
“I’ve got my sources.”
“Who?”
“Is this how you start a conversation after going a year without talking to me?”
“No. You’re right. Sorry, Sean. What’s going on? Is everything OK? Is Dad OK? Did something happen?”
“Dad’s all right. Crazier than a hoot owl, but he’s doing fine. Deborah and Kelly are fine, too. No need to worry about them.”
I glanced at a clock mounted above an office door. I performed a quick time conversion. It was mid-day back home. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had happened. Sean was a lawyer and a busy guy. He wouldn’t call in the middle of the day for nothing.
“You didn’t call just to chat, Sean. I know you better than that. I mean, unless I blacked out and it’s Christmas already. Just get to the point.”
The door opened behind me. Sasha mouthed, “What’s going on?”
I shook my head and walked away from her. An overhead light was out. The corridor between cubicles and offices grew dim.
“I don’t know how to put this, so I’ll just say it.” He paused. It sounded like he took a drink. “They found Jessie dead last night.”
It felt like a blast wave hit me. “Jessie? Jessie Kline? My old fiancé?”
“That’s the one.” Sean paused a beat. “She’s Jessie Staley now. Or, she was.”
“Jesus.” I felt the blood drain and my knees went weak. I found a wall to lean against for support. “What happened?”
“I don’t know all the details yet, Jack, but I’m hearing suicide.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Jessie had always been a positive, strong woman.”
“When did you last see her?”
I thought about it. “Over ten years, I guess. Well, I saw her at Mom’s funeral. We said hi, but that was it.”
“Things change, Jack. I heard rumors that she wasn’t happy. I spotted her husband at the bar a couple times. He was with other women. I never made much of it. He wasn’t all over any of them or anything. Maybe there was more to it than I realized.”
“When’s the funeral?”
“Three days. You thinking of coming?”
I looked toward Sasha’s office. “I don’t know if that’s possible right now, Sean.”
“I’m sure Jessie’s family would appreciate it. Deb’d like to see you, I know that. Kelly doesn’t even remember you. She knows your picture, but nothing other than that. I’m sure it’s the same way with you and her.” Sean paused. The emotional impact of his words set in. “And I wouldn’t mind a couple days catching up with my baby brother.”
“I…” I couldn’t say yes, and I couldn’t say no.
“Look, think about it for a bit. Talk to whoever you need to talk with. I’ll call you in a bit. You’ve got my number now. If you come to a decision before I get back to you, hit me up.”
“Will do.” I ended the call.
“Jack?” Sasha said.
I walked away from her, found an empty office and went inside. The chair behind the desk was a replica of Sasha’s. I sat down. The chair glided in a half-circle. I looked out over the Thames. An eight-person scull floated by. They worked in unison with the exception of the coxswain who commanded their pace. Nothing in my life worked as fluidly as that team.
Jessie had been a part of my life since I was a kid. We hated each other when we were little. I tormented her from first grade through sixth. Dirt and earthworms turned into signs pinned on her back and crude jokes. One summer I grew up, sort of, and so did she, a lot. Then I fell in love with her. It took three or four years to convince her to give me a shot. I left for the Marines at the age of eighteen. From that point we were on-again off-again for a few years. Eventually we went our separate ways.
Eleven years ago I wound up in a sticky situation outside of D.C. My partner Bear took a bullet. I knew Jessie lived nearby. She was a trauma nurse at the time. I thought the two of us might make a go of it then. It didn’t turn out that way. I almost got her killed. I did get her and her parents threatened by someone high up and out of my reach. We had busted a three-star Army General by the name of Keller. Some folks didn’t respond well to that.
Last time I saw her was at Dulles Airport. She went one way, I went the other. I took a few months off after that. Spent it down in the Keys. She had an open invitation. Never showed. She’d moved on. I did the same.
A rap at the door interrupted my thoughts. I swung around in the chair. Sasha had already opened the door and entered the office.
“What’s going on, Jack?”
“Just got some news from back home.”
“Another job offer?”
“No. I mean back home as in where I’m from.”
“Oh.” Her gaze drifted to my right. I pictured another scull racing by, this one a single or a double.
“There’s been a death. Someone close to me. I know the timing’s not right, but I think I should go back for her funeral.”
I expected her to protest, throw a fit, and demand that I stay.
Instead, she said, “Let’s go get a drink.”
I placed my hands on the desk and stood. “What about Marcia?”
“I sent her home with a couple of our guys. Told her you needed a day to think it over.”
“What’s to think over? I’m not doing it.”
“Don’t rush to a decision like that yet, Jack. That’s a lot of money.”
I shrugged. “It’s not always about the money.”
“She’s a good woman. She deserves the best protection out there.”
I rounded the desk and came to a stop in front of Sasha. She stood a few inches shorter than me and had to look up to make eye contact. She inched forward until we were almost touching. Her perfume mixed with her natural scent. The combination was intoxicating.
“She does,” I said. “And we should arrange it for her. It just can’t be me.”
Sasha sighed and shook her head and put her hands on her hips. She took a step back, brushing against a fake ficus. “Come on, Jack. I’ll drive.”
We exited the office. The artificial fluorescent light did little to enhance my mood. Sasha led the way to the main cubicle corridor and into the elevator lobby. I winked at the first security guard, ignored the second. Sasha swiped for the elevator. We got off at the parking garage.
“Nurse whatever-her-name-is wanted me to come back for the night,” I said as we stepped into the muggy garage.
“You can come back if you’re still feeling bad after we get some food.”
“I’d prefer not to. And when did this turn into dinner?”
Sasha said nothing. She pulled out her keys and hit a button. An Audi beeped twice. Its brake lights and turn signals flashed three times each. The red and orange lights splashed across the concrete floor and ceiling. Sasha walked toward it. I followed her. Our footsteps echoed through the deserted garage.
“Borrowing from the fleet?” I asked.
She shook her head, and said, “Bought it last week.”
“Not bad.” I slid into the leather bucket seat. It smelled new inside. I couldn’t find a smudge or a trace of dirt anywhere. “I’m starting to think you aren’t paying me enough.”
“Who says you’re getting paid anything?” She pushed the ignition button. A hefty eight-cylinder engine roared approvingly. Sasha released the emergency brake and shifted into reverse. A minute later the car was in third gear and we were going fifty down the middle of the road.
The sky in front was seven shades of red and orange. Behind us, storm clouds loomed. Around us, commercial buildings gave way to row homes. Everything seemed so compact. I thought of the thousands of people who spent their days working away inside of a cramped building, only to go home and spend their nights inside a house sandwiched between two others.
This was no place for the claustrophobic to live.
Fortunately for them there were sunsets like the one tonight, and plenty of places to grab a pint.
Ten minutes passed without a word between Sasha and me. I broke the silence.
“Where are we headed?” I said.
“Just a place I know,” she said.
“Why do I feel like I’m being set up?”
She laughed, didn’t make eye contact. It didn’t comfort me. Ten minutes later she pointed toward a pub. I didn’t catch the name. We parked in back between two cars half the size of the Audi. The sleek new car made the other two look like garbage cans.
I opened my door. The smell of seared meat was strong. I headed for the street to walk around to the front entrance.
“We can go in back here,” Sasha said.
I stopped and turned toward her. She walked toward the back door where two middle-aged men in aprons sat on the hood of a car smoking cigarettes. The guys looked at me, then her. I didn’t think they were going to glance in my direction again.
I jogged across the parking lot and met her by the back door.
The two men returned to their conversation.
“Ready?” Sasha said.
“Sure,” I said.
She pushed the door open and led me through the kitchen. A man behind the grill wearing an apron looked her way. He smiled and nodded. Sasha waved and continued on. I followed her lead. She stopped and turned and knocked on a door cut into the side wall. There was a small window, but I couldn’t see inside.
An older man in his sixties with white hair on his face and head opened the door. He reached out, grabbed Sasha by the shoulders and pulled her toward him. He whispered something into her ear that I couldn’t make out. She laughed. He turned his attention toward me.
“Who’s this?” he said. The joy drained from his face.
“That’s my partner, Jack. The one I told you about.”
I felt confused. My expression probably showed it.
“Jack,” she said. “This is my father.”
I extended a hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”
“You keeping my daughter safe?” he said.
“Sure am.”
“I can’t say the same for him, though,” she said. “He took a nasty one to the back of the head today, Daddy. Think you can spare a couple porterhouses for the two of us?”
“Of course.” He stepped out of the office, grabbed an apron and headed toward the grill.
I caught a glimpse inside before he shut the door. Pictures of Sasha lined the wall, floor to ceiling. They looked to chronicle her life from the time she was an infant. There were newspaper clippings from as recently as a couple weeks ago, featuring Sasha. I saw myself in the background of a picture for one of the articles.
She caught me looking. I offered a consolatory grin. She rolled her eyes, shrugged.
Her father said, “Go get a drink and find a seat. I’ll have these out to you in less than twenty minutes.”
“I like mine medium rare,” I said.
He waved me off. “You’ll take it how I make it.”
Sasha touched my elbow and nodded toward a cream-colored door. The bottom half of it was covered with scuff marks from the staff’s shoes. A result of years of kicking it open.
I followed Sasha out of the kitchen. The bright lights gave way to an intimate setting. The room was dim and cool and soothing. We passed a dozen empty tables on our way to the bar.
“What do you want to drink?” she said.
“Beer is fine.”
“OK,” she said. “Go grab a table. I’ll be there in a minute.”
I glanced around the place. The floors were hardwood, solid and old, with the kind of imperfections that indicated character instead of a flaw in craftsmanship. The walls were decorated with the kind of kitsch you might find in any family-owned restaurant in any city. The tables looked like Sasha’s grandfather might have bought them. The chairs had intricate designs, all hand carved. They were scattered throughout the dining room with no attention paid to their placement. It was anything but uniform. Maybe that’s what her father wanted.
I walked over to a table close to the rear and sat with my back to the kitchen. While the majority of the tables were empty, more than half the barstools were occupied. Sasha was the youngest person up there by twenty years.
She turned around and scanned the room. She spotted me and raised two pints in the air over her head. One looked dark. The other amber. I couldn’t know which was for me. She crossed the floor, eyes on me and avoiding the mismatched maze of tables like she’d walked across the room ten thousand times. She placed both mugs in the middle of the table. I reached for the dark one. She looked disappointed.
“I can take the other,” I said.
“How about we share?” she said.
I nodded. She grabbed a chair, dragged it around and sat down next to me.
“Your father’s going to think we’re a couple,” I said.
“Nah, he knows I can’t sit with my back to the front door. He’ll figure you can’t either.”
Four more barstools now had occupants. “Looks like the bar does good business.”
She nodded. “Those men have been coming here since I was a girl. Four or five nights a week you’ll find a familiar combination of locals littering the place. Daddy’s always treated them right, and they do the same for him. And don’t let the empty tables fool you. It’ll fill up around the time we leave.”
I tapped my finger in time with the song playing. An old Coltrane piece. Dark, sultry and rich.
“Told you before I got my love of jazz from him.”
I smiled, said nothing. My thoughts had drifted back to Jessie. We used to lay on my bed as teenagers listening to my father’s jazz collection. He’d get bent out of shape about it from time to time, but I knew he enjoyed the fact that we shared a love for the same kind of music.
“You’re really going to go, aren’t you?” Sasha said.
“Probably,” I said.
She sighed, reached for her mug and took a drink. Foam coated her upper lip. She used the back of her sleeve to wipe it away. “There’s nothing I can say to change your mind?”
“Most likely not.”
The door to the kitchen opened. A waitress emerged carrying a small tray. She headed toward our table. I caught a whiff of the steaks on the grill. The waitress’s perfume drowned it out. She smiled at Sasha, gave me a look, and dropped a basket of chips on the table.
Sasha grabbed the basket and placed it between us. I slid it away.
“You don’t like chips?”
“They’re fries. And they have too many carbs.”
She laughed. “Americans.”
I sipped on my carb-laden beer and said nothing.
“Marcia is going to keep insisting that you take over her security.”
“You know how I feel about this.”
“I do, Jack. At the same time, she had a point. You were the only one who knew. You were smart enough to call everyone off. If we’d all been in there, it could have been even worse.”
“You call that smart?” I said. “I nearly died. One of her men did die. Another is paralyzed. Another took a shot to the gut. The only reason the guy in the bathroom didn’t get hurt is because he’s got a weak bladder. In fact, his need to piss is the reason the back of my head is stitched up.” I looked away, took a moment to calm down. “If I’d have had one more person in there, it could have turned out differently and she wouldn’t be going on and on trying to hire me.”
Sasha said nothing. I didn’t need a bunch of lights to know that her cheeks had turned red.
“And where’s she getting this money? Offering me two million for four weeks? Is she crazy?”
“I’d say the answer to that lies in the fact that she keeps pushing on despite all these attempts on her life.”
“That’s another thing,” I said. “There must be more to this than I know, because I don’t see why they are going after her this hard.”
Sasha’s gaze drifted away. I followed it. A man stood in front of our table. He had slicked back white hair. Looked to be in his sixties, still in good shape, too.
“Yes?” Sasha said.
“Not you,” the old man said. “Him.” He aimed a knobby finger in my direction.
“What?” I said.
“You better sir me,” he said.
I said nothing.
His cheeks turned red. “Stop yelling and start treating the girl with some respect.”
I looked at Sasha. “Relative?”
She shrugged.
“OK,” I said. “Now go back to your dinner.”
The man wandered off to his table. He sat down facing us. He didn’t take his eyes off of me after that.
“Anyway,” Sasha said. “Look, Jack, I understand if you feel you need to go back. Just keep it short, OK? I can get you a private jet into D.C., New York, or Atlanta.”
“Atlanta’s closest.”
“OK, that’s settled then.”
I didn’t know if it was. Here she was applying pressure to get me to stay. At the same time she was willing to help me go. Part of me wondered if she planned to tell the pilot to circle around for five hours and land in London.
Sasha pulled out her cell phone. “Would you excuse me for a moment?”
“No need to get up. I’ll grab some fresh air.” I stood and walked to the front door. The hardwood floor felt springy under my steps. Did the place have a basement? What was down there? The questions lingered for a second or two as I pictured the space.
I stepped outside. The air felt cool against my warm cheeks. Thick clouds blocked the moonlight. What time would the storm start? Would it be bad enough to keep the plane from departing? The chances of that were slim.
A trace of cigarette smoke passed by. It had been months since I smoked. My first reaction had been to cough. An old desire popped up, though. Will power, I told myself.
I turned around and opened the door to the pub. The old man who gave me a talking to barreled through the door. He didn’t back down. I stepped back and held the door for him. He puffed his chest with pride. There was no reason to disrupt his moment.
My eyes adjusted to the lighting in the pub after I stepped inside. Sasha waved at me from the table. Our food had been brought out. Steam rose from the thick cuts of steak.
“Eat up,” she said. “You leave in two hours.”
 



Chapter 6
We left the restaurant after eating and having a few more beers. After navigating through the streets, Sasha got on the M4 heading west. I figured we were further east than I had estimated. I closed my eyes for a few minutes. The Audi’s soft leather headrest felt better than most hotel pillows. Five minutes passed. I opened my eyes and saw we were still on the highway.
“Why are we headed toward the city?” I asked.
She glanced at me and gave me a look. “We’re going to the airport.”
“I know I’m not from around these parts, but isn’t Heathrow behind us?”
“Who says you’re leaving via Heathrow?”
I thought she would understand by now that I hate wasting breath. “Then where are we going?”
“London City Airport.”
“Never been there.”
“It’s not the type of attraction a tourist would head to.” She paused a moment, presumably to see if I would take the bait. I didn’t. She continued. “It’s all charters. Definitely easier for us to use in a case like this. You’ll get out unnoticed, which is better for all of us. We don’t need anyone over there to know that you’ve left the country.”
“Do you have intel that says someone is watching me over here from there?”
She shook her head. “Don’t need it. You’ll always be watched, Jack. And as long as you work for me, it’s in my best interest to keep them off your back.”
I shrugged. “I can handle that.”
She said nothing. She changed lanes without signaling. A car honked at us.
I glanced out the window. “So you’re sneaking me out of England to deposit me into the busiest airport in the U.S.?”
“No, you aren’t going to Hartsfield-Jackson. We’ve arranged to drop you off at Dobbins.”
Sean couldn’t get on base. This grew more complicated by the moment. “This isn’t necessary, Sasha. I can fly under an alias. I’ve got a clean one no one knows about. Passport, credit cards, everything.”
She wagged her hand at me. “Don’t tell me things like that. Besides, someone, somewhere, knows this information, which means they might, too.”
I resigned myself to the fact that she had an answer for everything. She always did. And I didn’t mind. Last thing I wanted to do was worry about the details. It had been a hell of a day. My head ached, and so did my heart.
I called Sean as we passed through the center of London. He didn’t answer. I left him a message telling him when I expected to land and that I’d work on getting a flight to Florida. I hung up and leaned back, letting my head fall to the side. My unfocused eyes watched lights pass by like laser beams.
“No luck reaching him?” Sasha said.
“No.”
“You can call from the plane. It’s only, what, around four there?”
“Something like that.”
A few minutes later Sasha pointed toward a sign I didn’t bother to read. “Almost there.”
I nodded and emptied my head again. But a single thought brought me back.
“Dammit,” I said under my breath.
“What is it?” she said.
“Mia.”
“You want to say goodbye.”
I nodded. I hadn’t seen my daughter in ten days. I hated the thought of leaving without letting her know.
“We can stop by if you’d like.”
I was surprised she offered. Didn’t sound like something she would have thought of as a good idea. I contemplated it for a moment.
“Better not,” I said. “It’s late. And it’ll just worry her and Erin. Besides, I’m only going to be gone a couple days.”
“OK,” she said. “That’s that.”
“That’s that,” I repeated.
We drove in silence until we reached the small airport. She pulled up to a gate manned by an armed guard. One look at her identification was all it took to get us past.
“That’s it, right there.” She extended her arm in front of me and aimed her finger at a passenger jet. She stopped the car fifty feet away.
I cracked my door. The smell of jet fuel overwhelmed me. My nostrils burned and my eyes itched. I took a moment to adjust, then stepped onto the pavement. My back and shoulders had stiffened during the hour-long ride over. I worked out the kinks before heading toward Sasha.
She stood at the back of her car. The trunk was open. She reached in and pulled out a small bag.
“Be careful,” she said, handing the bag to me. “It’s loaded.”
I took it from her, unzipped it and looked inside. “M40?”
“I know it’s not your favorite. Only untraceable one I had.”
I pulled the sidearm out and tucked it behind me. “You can keep the bag.” I tossed it into her trunk.
She shook her head.
“What?” I said. “It could be bugged.”
“Whatever, Jack. There’s a suitcase on board containing a couple changes of clothes. Not that you’ll take it.”
“Don’t need it. I can borrow some of Sean’s. We’re the same size.”
“You sure about that?” She attempted a joke by patting my stomach.
“No change on my part, Sasha. Looks the same as it did twenty years ago.”
She rolled her eyes. “When was the last time you saw him?”
“I guess six years ago.”
“And you don’t think it’s possible that he’s put on a few pounds?”
“Sean? Doubtful.”
“Take the clothes, Jack.”
I wasn’t going to get rid of her until I agreed, so I said, “OK.”
She walked me to the jet. I glanced up. The lights and the clouds made it impossible to see the sky. We stopped in front of the stairs. She wrapped her arms around my neck. Beer and steak and perfume and her natural scent washed over me. I had the urge to kiss her. I didn’t, though.
“Take care of yourself, Jack. Be safe, and be careful.”
“I’m going home, Sasha. It’s the safest place I know.”
She pulled back far enough to look me in the eye. A small crinkle appeared in the middle of her forehead when she furrowed her brows. “Where exactly is home?”
“Only two people I know have that information, and I’m not about to make it three. If that got out, it wouldn’t be the safest place anymore, would it?”
She kissed my cheek. Her lips felt soft and wet. She slowly released her grip, then took a couple steps back.
“You best get going.” She looked up. “That storm is getting close.”
I followed her gaze and glanced up again. The clouds were thick and gray. Too early for the remnants of a hurricane, I thought. I opened my mouth to ask, but Sasha had already closed her door. The Audi’s brake lights lit up. The emergency brake clicked when she disengaged it. She raced toward the gate we had entered through.
I worried about her. She’d gotten too close. Her feelings went too far. I could tell that.
And I knew that left her vulnerable in too many ways.
She wasn’t the only one though.
“We’re ready to depart, sir.”
I looked up at the man at the top of the stairs. He had short, dark hair and wore blue pants and a white polo shirt. He motioned for me to board. I climbed the steps and brushed past him. He didn’t smell as good as Sasha.
“Sit anywhere you’d like,” he said.
A leather couch stretched along the opposite wall. It was dark and deep and wide and broken in.
“Can I lay there?” I asked.
“After we take off, you can,” he said. “Grab a seat and strap in and I’ll let you know when you can move.”
I grabbed a spot near the couch. It felt as soft as the couch looked. I strapped my seat belt over my lap and settled in for takeoff. Ten minutes later we were in the air. Twenty minutes after that I was on the phone with Sean.
“They’re taking me to Dobbins.”
“How long until you arrive?” Sean said.
“Four hours. Maybe five. Not exactly sure.”
“So around seven or eight my time?”
“I guess. They said there will be a car waiting for me if I want to use it, but I’m leery of that. No telling if they want to try to track where I’m going.”
“They don’t know where you’re from?”
“I hope not. Last thing I want to do is bring a bunch of my kind of people into town.”
Sean exhaled into the phone. It sounded like a powerful gust of wind.
“I just messaged Deb. She’s cool with me coming to get you. I’ll probably be there around nine-thirty, though. Think you can find your way off base, maybe head over to a Waffle House or something?”
“It’s Atlanta. I shouldn’t have trouble finding a Waffle House.”
“You know what I mean, Jack.”
“Yeah, I’ll get somewhere and meet you there.”
“All right, baby brother.”
“All right, old man winter.”
“I’ll see you in a few hours.”
I kept the line open for a few seconds longer.
“You there?” Sean asked.
“Yeah,” I said.
“What’s up?” he said.
I paused a beat. I hadn’t had anyone to talk to for a while now, and there was a lot I needed to work through. Sean had always been a good ear for me. He had things to do, though. I knew that. Perhaps on the ride home.
“Forget it. I’ll see you soon.”
 



Chapter 7
I hung up, lay down on the couch and closed my eyes. My mind drifted and settled on Sasha for a few minutes. The woman had become a big part of my life over the past month or so. But the tension grew between us. It seemed to culminate tonight. If there’s one thing that life had taught me, it was that two people in my line of business should never get involved. It always ended messy. What if one of us was captured? Tortured? I’d heard of spies giving up every ounce of intelligence they had to save a spouse or child. That’s why I never let anything get far enough to be a detriment.
And that’s why Mia threw such a wrench into my life. I was still trying to come to grips that I had a daughter. Only a few people knew. One of those people was Sasha, and that posed a problem.
This all factored into my decision to decline the offer from Marcia Stanton. The money she dangled in front of me almost got me to accept. Perhaps Jessie was still trying to save me, even from the grave.
With the vision of Mia in my mind’s eye, I dozed off. The nap extended into a deep sleep. I never saw the Atlantic Ocean even though we flew into the sunset.
I felt a hand on my shoulder and opened my eyes. It wasn’t the man who welcomed me on board. My right arm reached across my body and grabbed a hold of their wrist. The woman gasped. She dropped the water bottle she’d held in her other hand.
A second later I realized where I was and let go of her arm. She moved to the other side of the plane. She was out of breath and shaking.
“Sorry,” I said. “You startled me.”
She gave me a tepid smile. The water bottle rolled around on the floor. She chased it down.
“Are we close?” I said.
“Fifteen minutes,” she said.
“That water for me?”
She nodded, held the bottle out.
I stood up and took it from her. After taking a sip, I said, “You familiar with Atlanta?”
She shook her head. “I could look some information up on my phone for you.”
“That’s OK.” I returned to my original seat and buckled in.
The woman walked toward the front of the plane. She glanced back once, still scared. I didn’t see her again.
The sun was still out. The horizon was orange and red and pink. The city looked like a painting of Tuscany. We passed downtown in a matter of seconds.
Our landing was smooth. The jet came to a halt in front of a large green hangar probably made from galvanized steel and large enough to fit a couple football fields inside.
The pilot stepped out from the cockpit. He tossed a look in my direction. The stairs banged against the side of the plane. The pilot opened the door and gestured for me to get up.
“You ready?” he said.
I nodded.
“There’s a black automobile over there. I believe that is for you. See the man standing next to it for the keys.”
“How do you know it’s that one?”
“Because there aren’t any others out there.”
“Fair enough.” I stepped past the man.
My footsteps echoed as I jogged down the steps. Heat rose off the blacktop. Less than ten feet from the jet, the Georgia humidity swallowed me whole. My forehead grew damp. The thick air disagreed with my sinuses and lungs.
“You forgot your luggage,” the pilot called out.
“You keep it,” I said. “I don’t need it.”
He gave me a funny look, but didn’t protest. They were used to eccentric people, I figured. The charter jet business had to be an interesting one.
I continued toward the Lincoln. A black man in a black suit stood next to it. However hot and muggy I felt, he had to feel ten times worse. The guy waved at me. I waved back. He dangled a set of keys and gave me a thumbs up and a big smile.
Nice fella, I thought.
He popped the trunk and opened the driver’s door. The engine roared. The belts whined. I barely noticed the puff of exhaust from the tail pipe. He walked toward me, smiling.
“Luggage?” he said.
“Nah,” I said.
“None?”
“Not a single bag.”
His eyebrows lowered and his lips and nose rose up. He angled his head to the side and looked past me, toward the plane. The thought of no luggage must’ve perplexed him more than the pilot.
“It’ a quick trip,” I said. “I’m traveling light. They’ll have what I need when I get where I’m going.”
“Hey, if it works for you,” he said.
“It does.”
He turned and took a few steps toward the front of the car. I closed the trunk. By the time the lid latched, the man had opened the rear door.
“What’s this?” I said.
“I suppose you can sit up front next to me if you’d like,” he said. “Most folks don’t,” he added.
“I’d like to sit up front in the driver’s seat. Car’s for me, right?”
“Yes, sir. And I’m your driver.”
“Driver?”
He rolled his eyes. “You ain’t gonna call me your chauffeur, now, are you?”
“I think there’s a misunderstanding. The car was supposed to be left for me. Me. Not you and me. Just me. All alone. I don’t work any other way.”
“No, sir. That’s not how this works. Now pick a seat, front or back, and let’s get you on your way.”
“I don’t think you’re hearing me right.”
He closed the door, took a step forward. “Look, man. We get off base, you do what you want. OK? But for right now, we both need to be in this car to get out of here. Those guys guarding this place with M16s ain’t gonna take kindly to either of us walking around on the streets. Especially after dark. You got no idea what I had to go through just to get in here. So if you want to get out of here, get in the car.”
I wasn’t familiar with the layout of the base. I couldn’t tell anyone how to get to the PX, or the Commissary. I didn’t know whether the place had a movie theater or bowling alley. Getting out wouldn’t be a problem. If I had the car. Wandering around looking like I did was sure to draw some attention, though.
“All right, man,” I said.
He smiled wide. His teeth stood out against his dark lips and the black goatee that surrounded them.
I walked around the back of the vehicle. The jet had already taxied away. I double-checked the trunk. It remained latched. I shifted my pistol from the back to the front of my pants. No reason other than being cautious. The man didn’t strike me as anything other than a glorified cab driver.
He waited in front of his seat. I got in, then he did. We were both sweaty. We both exhaled loudly when we sat down. He reached for the air conditioning control and turned it to max. Cold air shot out of the vents. I adjusted the two in front of me so the streams met at the middle of my face. The air smelled like used cigarette butts, but it felt good.
“So where we headed?” he asked as he shifted into drive.
“Off base,” I said.
“Then where?”
“Wherever you want to get out, man.”
He took his foot off the gas. The car slowed to a crawl. He let the car glide to the right. The wheels scraped the curb.
“This is my car,” he said. “You aren’t getting it. If you want to go somewhere in this car, I’ll be driving.”
I looked at him and smiled.
 



Chapter 8
We passed through with no issues. The MP positioned there glanced over his shoulder at us. That was it. The man drove west, away from Atlanta, toward the outskirts of Marietta.
I waited five minutes before asking where we were going.
“You didn’t say anything,” he said. “So I’m going home. There’s a motel nearby. You can stay there.”
At that moment I knew this guy wasn’t affiliated with anybody or anything. He was just a driver. Sasha must’ve used the internet when she arranged for a car to meet me. All that trouble to sneak me into the country unannounced, only to put me in a vehicle with a random stranger. Didn’t make sense. Of course, what did these days?
So I faced a dilemma. Let the guy drop me off somewhere, or flash my gun and steal his vehicle. With Sean on his way up, I didn’t have to go far, so I didn’t have a need for the man’s Lincoln. Still, I had to make it look real. I spotted a rental car lot up ahead and knew that was the best option.
“Drop me off there,” I said.
“OK,” the guy said.
He pulled into the parking lot and stopped beside the front door. The thick air enveloped me before I placed one foot on the ground. The sedan pulled away after I got out. I turned and watched and waited until it disappeared from sight. Then I waited a few minutes more. Finally, I entered the air-conditioned building.
“Help you?” the guy behind the counter said.
I shook my head without looking back at him. I had no intention of renting a car that night. I pulled out my cell and called Sean.
“Where you at?” I said.
“Macon,” he said. “What about you?”
“Somewhere in Marietta, I think.” I looked over my shoulder at the guy behind the counter.
He nodded.
“Yeah, Marietta.”
“That’s about two hours away still,” Sean said.
I held the phone to my chest. “Anywhere to eat around here?”
“Down the road a block or two,” he said.
I put the phone to my ear. “I’m gonna grab a bite to eat. I’ll let you know the address of the place after I get settled in.”
“OK. Load up on coffee. I’m going to need you to drive home.”
“Past your bedtime?”
He laughed. “I wish. Work’s busy. I’m going to need to do a bit on the laptop on the way back.”
We said goodbye and hung up. I glanced back at the man behind the counter. He’d taken a seat and his gaze was fixed on his computer monitor.
I had a walk of at least two blocks ahead of me. I hesitated to leave. By the time I got anywhere, my shirt would be clinging to my body. I couldn’t wait inside the building for two hours, though. What if the driver had been instructed to double back and check up on me after he checked in?
The door dinged as I stepped back out into the humid air. I crossed the parking lot, slipped between two Ford Focuses and found a sidewalk. Sweat dripped. I hadn’t felt humidity like this in a while.
To the west I saw a couple apartment buildings, a hotel, and the entrance to a neighborhood. Maybe that’s where the driver headed off to. I glanced east. There I spotted a couple options for dining. Vehicles packed Applebee’s parking lot. Sitting at the bar of a crowded restaurant held little appeal. Just as well, though. Across the street was a twenty-four hour Waffle House.
I stepped to the curb. Headlights came at me from both directions. I jogged across the street at the first break in traffic. An old lady and two teenage guys sat on a green bench waiting for the MARTA bus. The guys were too engrossed with their nude magazine to notice me. The old woman placed a second hand on her purse and pulled it into her torso. She glanced up at me. I shrugged and kept going.
The Waffle House’s parking lot was deserted. It appeared that they enjoyed no overflow from Applebee’s tonight. It didn’t take long to figure out why. I took a seat at the counter. The middle-aged rail-thin man beside the grill didn’t budge. He held a spatula in one hand, and a cell phone in the other. He stared at his phone’s screen. His thumb worked overtime. He smiled a couple times. Laughed once. He glanced at me, exhaled, and went back to his message or his Tweet or his Facebook or whatever.
“Billy,” a woman said. “We got a customer.”
I glanced to my left. A woman three times the size and about the same age as Billy walked toward me. The door to the ladies room closed behind her. She had to pass me to get behind the counter. A trail of potpourri scent lingered for a few seconds after she did.
By the time she stood in front of me on the other side of the counter, she’d run out of breath. The potpourri scent had faded. Now she smelled like Johnny Walker and a pack of Camels. Her nametag said her name was Joan.
“What can I get for you?”
“Got pancakes tonight, Joan?”
She didn’t smile at my attempt at humor. “This is the Waffle House, sir. You can get waffles, eggs, sausage—“
I threw up my hands in surrender. “Four eggs, over easy, and six pieces of sausage.”
“Drink?”
“Coffee,” I said. “Endless cup, please.” I smiled.
She rolled her eyes. Must’ve been a long day. As she turned away, she said, “Billy, he wants—“
“I got it,” Billy said. “I got it.” He turned his back to both of us and squirted a fake butter substance on the flat top.
I spun around on my stool, leaned back against the counter, and pulled out my phone to check for messages. I didn’t have any. The address of the place was stenciled on the outside of the front window. I deciphered it and texted it to Sean. Then I pulled up a web browser, checked the news and the weather.
Tomorrow’s forecast called for hot and humid and thunderstorms to roll in during the afternoon. Typical for Florida in the summer.
By eight-thirty, I’d finished my meal and retreated to a booth in the corner with a fresh cup of coffee. The restaurant had filled up, and I figured Billy and Joan could use a couple fresh customers at the counter.
An hour and two mugs later, a new Mercedes pulled into the parking lot. It was black and had halogen headlights that looked blue. The car pulled into the parking spot on the other side of the window. The driver’s door opened. The dome light cut on. I saw my brother for the first time in six years.
Sean nodded at me. I nodded back. He pointed at himself, then at me, then shrugged. I rose, dropped a twenty on the table and placed my half-filled mug on top of it. Sean met me outside, by the front door. It was awkward. We didn’t know whether to shake or to hug. So we stuck our hands in our pockets and did neither.
“You look good,” he said.
“Not as good as you, though,” I said.
“That’s a given.”
“I take that back. You look old.”
Sean laughed. “Take a look in the mirror recently?”
“I try to avoid it if at all possible. Some guy in his late thirties keeps showing up.”
“Wait till you’re forty.” Sean took a step back and opened the driver’s door and ushered me inside.
Sitting down felt like plopping onto a cloud. I thought Sasha’s Audi was nice. It had nothing on the Mercedes. It had to be the most comfortable seat I ever felt. Then again, I might have been tired. The seat didn’t need a single adjustment. It fit like a glove. Ever since the day I turned twelve, people always assumed Sean and I were identical twins. We were the same height, width, weight, but we didn’t look exactly alike. Good for one of us, bad for the other. We each had our own opinion on the matter.
Sean opened the passenger door, got in and leaned back.
“This is nice,” I said.
He held out his hands and shrugged. He didn’t need me to tell him that, but it felt like the right thing to say.
“How do I get onto the highway from here?” I said.
He fiddled with the LCD screen built into the upper part of the dash. A female computer-generated voice came over the speaker system and guided me toward I-285 west.
“This’ll loop us around the city to the south. We’ll hook up with 75 in about thirty minutes.”
“Sounds good.” I fiddled with the radio until I found something both of us would like. “I’m glad to be heading home. I wish it were under different circumstances, but it’s good to see you, Sean.”
He said nothing.
I looked over. Sean had fallen asleep. The press of a button on the steering wheel changed the radio station again. Enough mashes against it returned a station playing smooth jazz. I lowered the volume. Even with the music barely audible, the Mercedes let almost zero road noise in the cabin. Impressive.
 



Chapter 9
Leon Barber sat behind the wheel of a beat up early nineties Tercel in an Applebee’s parking lot. He’d been there for two hours, watching the man identified to him as Jack Noble. During that time, his target had moved from a stool at the counter to a booth in the corner. Leon noticed that Jack’s eyes moved constantly, always scanning the crowd around him, the parking lot, and the street.
Leon didn’t know who Jack was, but he could tell the man was dangerous.
After he’d dropped Noble off at the rental car place, Leon turned the corner and exchanged the Lincoln for the piece of crap he sat in now. He was stuck in the car, too. He had parked across the street and watched. When Jack stepped out and started walking, Leon did a double take. He had been prepared to follow the guy in a car, not on foot.
Fortunately for Leon, Jack didn’t go far. Once the man settled, Leon cut across the street and settled into his current position.
He’d been in contact with his boss, Vera Ferrell, throughout the night. All she told him was to stay put and proceed with caution. She gave him no information on Noble, what he was doing in Marietta, Georgia, or what he was capable of. He didn’t even know what to do if he encountered the man. Sit tight and wait, she had said. And so Leon did. For two long hours.
And now, it appeared that his wait was over.
A Mercedes pulled up and parked opposite Jack’s booth. Noble got up, left the restaurant. A man stepped out of the sedan. When the two met on the sidewalk, they looked like mirror images of one another.
Leon placed another call to Vera.
“He’s getting in a car with a guy that looks just like him.”
Vera said, “I want you to stay with them. Hang back, though. You don’t want to be spotted.”
“Is the other guy his brother?”
Vera didn’t answer.
“Vera?”
“Stay close and call me with updates.”
She hung up. Leon placed his phone in the center console and fired up the whiny four-cylinder engine. He almost lost sight of the Mercedes. The man that drove had a heavy foot. He caught site of them taking the on-ramp for I-75.
Leon caught up and kept at least one car between himself and Noble.
The boring drive led his thoughts to wander. Who was this guy? What was so important about Jack Noble that Leon had to leave a card game in Charlotte to pick the man up at Dobbins AFB?
It wasn’t unusual for Leon to be told nothing. In many ways, it made it easier. Act the part of the good soldier, he told himself. When the time was right, he’d be given the necessary information.
And then it would be time to pull the trigger.
Would Jack Noble be the target?
Or someone else?
 



Chapter 10
Sean slept for three hours. He’d said he had work to catch up on. I knew he didn’t want to admit he was tired. I used the time to do a lot of thinking. Old friends crept into my thoughts. They always did, no matter how hard I tried to push them away.
It had been a couple months since I’d last seen Clarissa. She walked out of my life in D.C. on a spring morning and I hadn’t heard from her since. I knew I would one day, though. It always worked that way with us.
I thought about Bear and Mandy. Where had they settled? The big man wanted her to have a normal life. He felt like they should go someplace where the past couldn’t haunt her. I knew that meant a location far away from me, and it’d be best that I never visit. We decided it was best that I didn’t know. For now, at least. Too much was left unsettled after what we went through with Alex Parkin in London. He’d been there, too. Things had been too close. I put the man’s life at risk too often, and with another life to worry about, that risk was too great for him.
I envied him for it.
I blanked out for a bit and just drove. It didn’t last, though. No matter how much I tried to avoid it, Jessie crossed my mind over and over. I questioned every decision I ever made regarding her, from leaving for bootcamp, to splitting up a few years later. I had one last chance back in ‘02 to make things right. I’d screwed that up too. If I hadn’t let her get away from me that last time, both our lives would have turned out differently.
And she wouldn’t be dead right now.
Sean woke up around the time we entered Valdosta, Georgia. Orange street lights lit up deserted shopping centers and restaurants. Sean yawned, stretched, rolled down his window, stuck his head out, rolled it back up and yawned again.
The blast of wind felt good and gave me a jolt, so I cranked my window down a notch for a second or two.
“Valdosta?” Sean glanced at the clock. “Already?”
I shrugged.
“You sure you want to get pulled over?” he said.
“You left your wallet in the console. Figure if I did, I’d just say I’m you.”
“That’s not gonna fly.” He rubbed his eyes with his palms. “Slow down,” he added.
“Sure thing, Dad.” I slowed down to five over the generous seventy mile per hour speed limit. It felt like going in slow motion the first few minutes. There weren’t many cars on the highway, but the ones that were out started passing me. I hated that.
“Only about two hours from here,” Sean said.
“I remember.”
“You do? I figured it’d be a bit hazy after six years.” He grinned, slightly.
I saw it in time. I chose to skip the bait. Sean had always enjoyed bringing up how long it had been since my last trip home. He’d goad me along until the urge to defend myself arose. A tricky proposition, considering the line of work was always classified or illegal.
Usually the latter.
Until recently.
We crossed the Florida state line. Two groups of palm trees sat on either side of the road and a big sign welcomed us. A half-mile later, Sean gestured toward the rest area. I pulled into the exit lane.
The place was nothing special. Looked like most other rest stops. It had two parking lots, one for truckers and one for the rest of us. A building had been stuck in between the lots. There were enough streetlights to make one think it was daytime. Maybe that had been the point. Weary traveler? Stop here and trick your mind into thinking it’s only two in the afternoon.
We both got out and headed toward the flat-roofed building. Sean went into the restroom. I bought two bottles of water out of a vending machine. They were two bucks a piece. Highway robbery. Literally. Coffee would have been nice, but I didn’t see a machine. Even if I had, I wouldn’t have purchased coffee from it. We could find a fresh pot at the next exit. And if not there, the next one.
I headed back to the car, tossed the water bottles on the front seat. I used the empty parking spot next to me to stretch. A woman walked two big dogs on the sidewalk. One barked at me. The other wagged his tail and ran up to me. I scratched his head and talked to him like he was a baby. The woman smiled, pulled her dog back and walked away.
Sean showed up a minute later. I got in on the passenger side as he approached.
He got in and held the water bottle up like it had come from a polluted river in Africa. “No coffee?”
“No machine.” I didn’t elaborate on what I would have done if there had been one. “We’ll stop and grab some.”
He looked at the clock, shrugged. “I think I can make it the rest of the way. If I drink caffeine now, I’ll never get to sleep.”
“Suit yourself. I’m good either way.”
Ten miles passed in seven minutes. I didn’t see any palm trees. Perhaps the tourism department had planted the ones at the rest area for travelers who needed another visual cue to let them know they’d reached the state.
“Tell me how Dad’s really doing,” I said.
“I told you on the phone, he’s OK,” Sean said.
“You were lying.”
Sean chewed on the inside of his cheek. He’d done it since he was a kid. It meant he was trying to think of a way to say something to lessen the impact of his words. He exhaled through tightly pressed lips, creating a flapping sound.
“He’s not doing well, Jack. His memory is, I don’t know, fragile. Even more so than before. It seems like he deteriorates week by week now. One visit he knows me, the next he doesn’t. Sometimes he calls me by your name, other times I’m his only kid. I honestly don’t know how he’s going to handle seeing you. He might think you’re me.”
“We should go together then.”
Sean nodded. “We could. I don’t know how he’ll handle that. Last time he saw both of us was Mom’s funeral.” He took a drink of water. “And you know that didn’t end well,” he added.
I thought back to that day and the fight I had with my brother.
Mom had been the one to take care of Dad through his early days of dementia. He’d taken a bullet to the head in Vietnam. Of all the stories the old man told us, he never mentioned that one. We didn’t find out until we were both in our late twenties, after he’d been diagnosed. The doctors had told him that the previous head trauma was the cause.
The first few years weren’t bad. Then things got worse. He started having more trouble remembering. It was little things at first. Toothpaste and pain ointment, things like that. His cognitive functions started to deteriorate. His movements became uncoordinated. A few years before Mom passed, the doctors had said that the dementia had him in a death grip, and it would progress quickly. She took care of him as if her life depended on it.
In the end, it did her in.
Sean knew that he couldn’t take over for her, so he arranged for Dad to be sent to a home. I argued up and down about it and told Sean he should take dad in. I even offered to pay for in-home care. It was selfish of me, and he let me know that. I’d never be around. Hell, I hadn’t since I left for the Marines some thirteen or fourteen years earlier.
The argument escalated, as it always did. We started cutting at each other for various things. His wife said something to me. I said something I shouldn’t have. Next thing I knew, Sean took a swing at me, caught me on the jaw. I hit him back. He went down. His friends jumped me. No one tried to help me out. In the end, four of them went to the hospital and I took the next flight out. Drove to Tampa that night, got on a plane to New York, and never looked back. It took about eighteen months before we spoke again.
In our case, I believe that time had healed the wounds. We seemed to get along fine. So far, at least.
“Anyway,” Sean said. “I doubt he remembers that. Some days he asks when she’s coming down for breakfast, or lunch, or dinner. The meal never coordinates with the time I’m there.”
I said nothing as I bounced back and forth in time.
“He loves Kelly though. Hasn’t once forgotten who she is, even though she wasn’t even born when he was diagnosed.”
I looked across at him and smiled. I thought about bringing Mia up, but decided against it. Perhaps in the morning.
We exited I-75 after passing Lake City. Our conversation stalled. It was two in the morning. Felt like eight to me. The fumes I’d been running on were gone.
I dozed on and off for the next hour or so until we reached Sean’s house. He pulled into the driveway and parked in front of a two-story Spanish style home.
“I see the car wasn’t your only upgrade,” I said.
“Had it built three years ago,” Sean said. “Five bedrooms, plenty of space, even has a courtyard in the middle with a small pool, and a big pool behind the house.”
I got out and looked around. The area seemed deserted. I glanced up and saw a sky full of stars. “Best part appears to be no neighbors.”
“There’s a few around. Everyone keeps to themselves, which is fine with me. I’m too busy for all that rah-rah HOA crap these days.”
I couldn’t imagine having to adhere to rules telling me what color fence I had to put up, and who to have build it. So, in that sense, I felt proud of Sean for breaking free from the humdrum suburbanite zombified lifestyle.
“You still driving to Tampa every day?” I said.
“Nah,” he said. “I’ve got fifteen lawyers in three offices in Tampa, St. Pete’s, and Bradenton. I mostly manage it all from here. I’m down there two days a week at most. I don’t go at all some weeks. Anyway, I’m going inside. You coming?”
“In a minute.”
“Not gonna smoke, are you?”
“No. I quit some time ago. Just want a few moments under the stars.”
“Suit yourself. I’ll leave the door open.” Sean headed toward his house, unlocked the door and stepped inside.
I walked up to the front, stopped and looked up. I hadn’t seen that many stars in a while. At least, not that I could recall. The last time I’d been anywhere remote enough to enjoy that kind of view, my life had been in danger. Hard to enjoy nature when that happens.
Aside from the crickets, it was quiet out. I enjoyed it for a couple minutes before turning and opening the door.
A car passed behind me. I looked over my shoulder, but saw no headlights or taillights. I took a few steps away from the house. Trees lined the opposite side of the road on either side of Sean’s house. A car’s headlights should light them up like Christmas trees. I saw nothing, yet, I still heard the car engine. It idled now. I started toward the street.
“What’re you doing, Jack?”
I stopped and turned. “How close are those neighbors?”
Sean shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe quarter-mile or so. Why?”
“Any of them work at night?”
“What’s this about?”
“A car just went by, but I swear it didn’t have any headlights on.”
“Guy next house over is a doctor. Maybe he got called to the hospital and is returning home now. Come on in. You’re gonna draw all the mosquitoes out of hiding.”
I didn’t move.
“You’re not thinking of walking down there, are you?” he said.
I was.
“Jack, get in here.”
The engine had cut off. I heard a door slam shut, though I couldn’t tell if it was a car door or someone’s front door.
“It’s just my neighbor,” Sean said.
I took five steps back, scanned the area the entire time.
“You really should get on some meds for that paranoia,” Sean said. “You’re a wreck.”
“I’d be dead if I wasn’t.”
We went inside. I made sure he locked the door. He led me upstairs to my room. I’m sure it was nice, but I didn’t bother turning on the light to take it in. I found the bed, fell onto it and went to sleep immediately.
 



Chapter 11
The Tercel ticked and clicked for several minutes after Leon pulled onto the dirt road a couple blocks after the house the Mercedes had parked in front of. The stupid Toyota was going to get him killed. Or at least spotted.
Which meant he’d have to kill.
Not that he was opposed to that. He wanted to get home to North Carolina, not spend the night in the middle of Florida. He hated everything about the state, starting with the mosquitoes. They surrounded him now, and they would for the rest of his time here. It always worked that way.
He slammed his car door shut, hoping to mimic the sound of someone going inside. The noise echoed against the dead night. The crickets around shut up. The cicadas didn’t. Leon stepped toward the road. The crickets resumed their shrill singing. Leon stepped a little heavier with their noise, masking some of the sound he made.
The wind carried whispers of voices, but they were too far away to decipher. He hoped they stayed that way. It was dark, and the territory was unfamiliar. He was a spotlight beam away from being taken out for being a predator in a sleepy, backwoods Florida town. They’d probably bury him in the woods and sink his car in a lake and no one would be the wiser for it.
He crept toward the final strand of trees, then headed toward the main road. Leon stopped across from the house where the Mercedes was parked. He shielded himself from view and watched.
The porch light shut off, then the landscaping lights. The windows of the home darkened.
Leon didn’t move. He wanted to get a better look at the Mercedes to figure out what he was doing there. However, he assumed a house like this would have security inside and out.
So he remained and waited and nothing happened. After an hour, he headed back to the Tercel and placed a call.
“Yeah?” Vera said.
“I’m in Florida. He’s inside a house.”
“OK. Stay on him tomorrow. Report back with his every move.”
The line went dead. Leon tossed his phone on the other seat.
“Yeah, every move,” he said. “Gonna get me killed.”
 



Chapter 12
I woke up just after seven in the morning. Sunlight trickled in through a crack where the curtains met as it rose above the trees across the street. I rolled over, got out of bed and looked out the window. I didn’t see Sean’s Mercedes in the driveway. Must’ve been an in-office day for him.
I exited the room and retraced my steps to the stairs. The upgraded carpet felt like walking on a foam mattress. The air smelled of dark roast. My mouth watered. Every step I took brought me closer to the coffee. The scent led me into a kitchen lined with stainless steel appliances, cherry wood cabinets, and granite counter tops.
Only the best for my big bro.
“Hello, Jack.” Debby leaned against the counter, lips pursed, arms crossed, left leg over her right. She held a mug in one hand, and a bottle of cream in the other. “Care for some?”
I smiled, nodded and said, “Black is fine, Deb.”
She stepped forward and placed the mug on the island. Her stare never left my eyes. I reached for the cup. We continued to stare at each other for an awkward moment. We hadn’t seen or spoken to each other since Mom’s funeral. I knew the day would come, but I always avoided thinking about it.
“Jack, I—”
I threw up my hands, palms facing her. “Let me go first. I said something awful six years ago, and I’ve wished I could take it back almost every day since. I know Sean and I have had our issues, but that never had anything to do with you. You stuck up for him, and I lashed out at you for it. I’ve thought about this over and over, Deb. In that moment, I think I was pissed more about the fact that it was you who said it, not the words you said. We were friends way before there was something between you and Sean. You did what was right. I was in the wrong.”
She shook her head as she reached out for my hand. “I knew it would piss you off. That’s why I said it, Jack. I would have been surprised if you had reacted any other way. Now, I was shocked that Sean acted the way he did.”
“I’m not. He’s my brother. We’re wired the same. You just never saw that side of him.”
“But I saw plenty of it from you.”
Little feet pounded on the floor behind me.
“Hi Mommy. Hi Daddy.”
I turned around. The little girl froze.
“Kelly,” Debby said. “This is your Uncle Jack. He’s your Daddy’s brother. You remember the pictures, right?”
She nodded. Her eyes were wide and her stare never left me. I knelt down in front of her with my arm stretched out. She tepidly reached for my hand. The tension left her face. She let go, raced around the island and asked for a bowl of cereal.
Deb fixed the girl’s breakfast. The little girl hummed a song I wasn’t familiar with. Probably the jingle to some kid’s show. Her mother handed her the bowl on a tray and sent Kelly into the living room to watch TV while she ate.
Deb put the milk in the fridge and the cereal in the pantry. She returned to the island, looked at me and sighed.
“Were you and Jess still close?” I said.
She nodded. “We didn’t talk as much as in the old days, but we spoke frequently.”
“So those things Sean said, about her husband, he got some of that info from you. He pieced it together with what he had witnessed personally?”
“Yeah, and please don’t mention that to her parents, or anyone else. I mean, maybe some of them already suspect it. But if they don’t, I don’t want to go around hurting feelings any more than they already are. Know what I mean?”
I pulled a stool out from under the island’s ledge and took a seat. Steam rose from my coffee mug. I took a searing sip.
“You think she killed herself?” I said.
“That’s what the police say, right?”
I knew enough to never trust an opinion until I had all the facts. “Did she ever say anything that made you think that she was in need of help or counseling?”
Deb shook her head. “She had her moments, Jack, but who doesn’t? We all get depressed at times. Look at me, I live in this big, gorgeous house, but there are times I wish I did more than I do. That upsets me a bit. So, I don’t know about any signs. She seemed normal. Frustrated at times. Her marriage was coming to an end and I think she knew that and I think she was ready to let Glenn know that she planned on leaving.”
“Did she?”
“Leave?”
“Tell him.”
Deb shrugged. “If she did, she didn’t let me know.”
I figured she might not have had time to. Glenn could have flipped out on her.
“Maybe she told him the night she died.” I didn’t need to see the tears welling in Deb’s eyes to understand the impact of the words. “Don’t dwell on that, Deb.”
She bit her bottom lip, then said, “I’ve already gone there, Jack. Part of me can’t see him doing it, but another part…”
I rose and walked around the island and placed my hands on her shoulder.
“I just want to hear her voice again,” Deb said, crying.
I pulled her into an embrace and stroked her hair. Her tears soaked the sleeve of my shirt. I wished there was more I could do for her. For all of us. The only thing that could have helped was bringing Jessie back, and that couldn’t happen.
“Looks like you two are getting along again,” Sean said.
I hadn’t heard him come in. I released my right arm and stepped to the side. Deb rested her head on my shoulder.
Sean’s expression changed when he saw the tears on his wife’s face. “What’d you say to her?”
I shook my head.
“It’s not him,” Deb said. “We were talking about Jess.”
Sean moved in and took over for me.
“I’ll leave you two alone.” I grabbed my coffee and wandered around until I found the living room.
Kelly smiled as I approached. It reminded me of Mia. Their mouths were shaped the same. The dimple was the same. They got it from my mother. Kelly patted the empty seat on the couch next to her and waved me forward. Bold for a nine year old.
I sat next to her. For twenty minutes we talked about school and sports. She’d played soccer since the age of three and loved to watch football. She didn’t have a favorite team. She just enjoyed the time with her dad. He didn’t bury his face in his laptop or his phone when football was on the television. I tried to get her to talk about boys. Fortunately, she didn’t.
“Why haven’t you been here before, Uncle Jack?”
I sat back and thought about how to answer the question. What could I tell her? My life is too important? Too dangerous? Me and your dad and mom have issues? I glanced over at her. Why hadn’t I come to see my niece? Last time was when she was barely a toddler. None of the excuses made sense, and they wouldn’t cut it with her.
“Because I’m a fool,” I said. “Just like that crazy duck-cow-fish thing on the TV.”
She laughed. I wrapped my arm around her and leaned back. Her little head rested against my side.
Sean stepped into the room. “We should get going, Jack.”
“How’s Deb?”
“She’s good.” He waved me forward.
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.”
 



Chapter 13
Leon had scrambled back to his car when the Mercedes took off earlier that morning. By the time he pulled out, the sedan rounded a corner. Leon made it to the main road and the Mercedes was gone.
He figured it’d be back sooner or later, so he exited the neighborhood and parked on the shoulder of Suncoast Blvd, about a hundred yards from Jack’s only way out.
After about an hour, the Mercedes had returned. Now he saw it again. Leon brought his binoculars up and saw two men in the front seat. They were the same guys from the night before. The Mercedes pulled out and traveled away from him.
Leon shifted into gear and merged onto Suncoast. He kept a fair bit of distance between himself and the two men. His only job now was to keep an eye on Jack.
 



Chapter 14
Though I hadn’t been home in six years, everything looked the same. Trees, houses, fields, stores. I watched the familiar terrain pass by at fifty miles per hour.
“Not much has changed around here,” I said.
“Wait till we get to town,” Sean said.
“Different?”
“A bit.” He shook his head. “Actually, not much.”
“Isn’t that the same?”
“Semantics.”
“Whatever.” I rolled down my window. The morning air was cool, but humid. It didn’t matter what time of day or night it was down here. Humidity was a way of life.
“Any chance we can do some fishing?” Sean said.
I shrugged. We used to go all the time as kids. There were many nights dad told us to go catch our dinner. If we came home empty handed, we didn’t eat. We both grew up to be expert anglers. At some point, it lost its luster for me. Too slow.
“Afraid I’ll show you up?” Sean said.
“I know you will.” I saw the river to my right. “Is that what we’re doing?”
“No.”
“Then where are we going?”
“To see Dad.”
I said nothing.
We entered town doing twenty-five. I rolled my window all the way down and rested my elbow on the sill. I figured maybe I’d see someone I knew and could shout at them. Instead, I saw old guys sitting in rocking chairs outside Jay’s Hardware and General Store. Two old ladies stepped out of the town diner. A group of kids loitered in front of the movie theater.
Nothing had changed. The faces got older was all.
“Where is this place you shelved Dad in?” I said. “I don’t remember a rest home in town.”
“On the other side,” Sean said. “Figured you’d like to see the sights first.”
Sean turned right in front of a sheriff’s patrol car. I didn’t recognize the woman behind the wheel. She had dark hair, pulled back tight. Sunglasses covered her eyes. She might have been attractive. Wasn’t a long enough glimpse for me to tell.
I thought about asking Sean if he knew her. I didn’t.
We exited town to the south and drove another ten minutes. The area used to be nothing but trees. Now the road was lined with shops and office buildings. Progress, some would call it. If it was this crowded all the way up here, it must’ve been a butchered mess clear down to Tampa.
Sean turned into the half-filled parking lot of a place called Johnson’s Senior Care.
“This is it,” he said, cutting the engine.
We got out at the same time. The Mercedes beeped twice at us. We walked toward the front door, hands in pockets, stares aimed at the ground. I imagined we looked like mirror images on the security feed.
Automatic sliding doors parted for us. I waited for Sean to go through. He walked up to the counter. A woman there greeted him by name.
“And this must be your brother?” A fascinated look spread across her face.
“Yes ma’am,” I said. “Jack.”
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Noble.”
I nodded, and said, “Likewise.”
She looked down at her desk and retrieved a sign-in book.
“Boy, your daddy likes to talk about you. Of course, I think he’s referring to Sean half the time, and himself the other half.” She laughed, deep and bellowing.
Sean looked back at me and shrugged. He gestured with his head toward the hall and walked in that direction.
“Nice meeting you,” I said to the woman.
I caught up to Sean. We stopped in front of room 117. A dry erase board hung from the door. It said “Noble” on top. Someone had drawn a face with a frown underneath his name.
“What’s that mean? He’s sad?”
Sean shook his head. “Bad day, that’s all. Could be any number of things. Don’t worry. I’ve seen them all.” He took a deep breath and held his fist in front of the door. “Anyway, you ready for this?”
“What’s there to get ready for? It’s Dad.”
“All right, here we go then.” Sean knocked, then pushed the door open. He stepped through and greeted the old man.
I walked in after. Shock hit me as I laid eyes on him for the first time in six years. He’d aged at least twenty, and he was old to begin with. Dad had waited until his early forties to start his family. Mom had been ten years younger. Up until the dementia set in, you couldn’t tell the age difference. That changed drastically.
He looked at me and froze. His bushy eyebrows furrowed, almost covering his eyes. He extended a bony finger and aimed it at me.
“Is that my Jackie?”
I stepped forward. “Hey, Pop.”
“Home from the Marines already?”
I shrugged.
“How on earth do you get away with that shaggy hairdo?” He shook his head. “In my day we’d have tied you down and shaved your head bald. Hell, I might try to do that right now.”
He planted his hands against the arms of his chair and tried to push himself up. He didn’t budge. Cursed up a storm, though.
“I’ve been on leave for a few weeks. They’d never let me walk around base looking like this.”
He nodded, looked away. “You boys gonna stay around for a while? Your mother should be around soon. I know she’d like to see you, Jack.”
I looked at Sean. He gave me a terse smile. Always something different. I could see it in his eyes.
“I’m not sure, Pop,” I said.
“Actually, we’ve got to get going in a few minutes, Dad. There’s been an unfortunate accident.”
“Oh, no,” Dad said.
“Yeah,” Sean said. “Jessie passed away.”
Dad shook his head. He brought his hand up to his mouth and bit on a knuckle. “I’m sorry, Jack. I know you two had plans to get married.”
“I’m broken up about it, Pop.”
He held out his hand. I took it. He squeezed as tight as he could. I barely felt it. He glanced up at me. Those blue eyes I remember were covered in milky cataracts. I wondered how he could tell it was me that had come in. I understood how he thought I was fifteen years younger.
“You’re a good kid, Jack. Always have been. But you gotta work on those issues you have, anger and whatnot, before they take over and ruin your life. You don’t want to end up alone, without a soul in the world to love you.”
I bent over and kissed him on the cheek. His white stubble stabbed at my lips.
“Love you, Pop.”
“You too, son.” He smiled, turned to Sean. “And you too, kid.”
Sean patted Dad on the shoulder and turned to me. “Let’s get going.”
We walked through the hall to the reception area. The nurse smiled at us as we passed. Sunlight poured in through a glass dome in the ceiling. We went through the automatic double doors and out into the parking lot. It was like walking out of a freezer and into a sauna.
A beat up Tercel nearly hit us when the driver leaned over and started looking for something on the floor.
“Don’t do anything,” Sean said.
I held out my hands. “I’m good.”
After we were seated in Sean’s car, he said, “Want to get a drink?”
I couldn’t say yes fast enough.
 



Chapter 15
Leon followed the parking lot around the back of the facility. He stopped on the far side and waited there until Jack and the other man had left in the Mercedes. Once they were gone, he pulled into a parking spot by the front door.
He glanced at himself in the rear-view mirror. He looked like crap. A day without a shower and eight hundred miles of driving would do that to a guy. He grabbed a wet nap and cleaned off his hands and face. A pine tree air freshener hung from the mirror. He grabbed it and rubbed it on his shirt.
He scanned the parking lot to ensure that the men had not returned. It looked safe. He got out and walked up to the entrance. The doors slid open and he stepped inside.
The woman behind the reception desk rose and said, “Help you, sir?”
“Yes,” Leon said. “My name is Roger Carter and I hear you guys run the best senior care facility north of Tampa. My Dad’s been living with me the past five years, but it’s grown to be a bit more than I can handle, what with my wife passing recently.” He forced his eyes to water. Something he’d been able to do since high school. “I wonder, do you have any literature on hand, and maybe a nurse I can speak with?”
“Of course.” She smiled and sat down and opened the drawer to her left.
Leon glanced down at the sign-in sheet on the counter.
“Rats,” the woman said. “I’ll need to go in back to grab that. I’ll look for the nurse while I’m back there. Just a sec, OK?”
Leon said, “Sure, take your time, ma’am.” He crossed his legs, dropped an elbow on the counter top and leaned to the side. After she disappeared, he pulled the registry closer. The last line with an entry had Noble written in both the visitor and resident columns. On the other side of the sheet was a messy bunch of scribble. No matter what way he looked at it, it didn’t read ‘Jack.’ Leon looked up. That was the signature line. Between the signature and resident, Leon saw the number 117. He glanced at the column header. Room number. He pulled a pad from his pocket and used the pen on the desk and wrote down “Noble” and “Room 117.”
The woman emerged from the hallway. She waved a few pamphlets in the air. “I’ve got it. And I found Nurse Jenny, too. She can answer any questions you have.”
Leon lifted his hand in the air. He held his cell phone. “I just got called into the office. I better get going. But thanks for the literature.”
“Maybe you can bring your father up one day this week to take a look around.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” He took the pamphlets and left the facility. He drove about a mile down the road and pulled into a shopping center. There, he placed a call to Vera.
“OK, so here’s what I got. Jack and the guy, I’m figuring it’s his brother. They left the house and cut through town. Ended up at a retirement home. I got a look at the guest register thing. Noble signed in to pay a visit to Noble.”
“So a mother or father?”
“Yeah, that’s what I figure.”
“What did you tell the people inside?”
“That I was checking the place out for my dad.”
“OK,” she said. “I may have you follow up there. Whichever Noble is a resident may come in handy for us later.”
“Hey, you get me an old black man down here, and I’m good as gold.”
“You lost them, though, right?”
“Jack and the guy?”
She exhaled loudly into the phone. “Yes.”
“Yeah, but at least I know where they’ll end up. They headed back the way they came, too.”
“Good. You feeling good on your own or would a teammate be helpful?”
Leon considered this. Two people could be better than one, but he hated working with a partner. They got in the way and always became a liability.
“Solo for now, but keep someone on standby.”
“OK. Call me this afternoon.” She hung up.
Leon rolled down his window. The smell of fast food filled the small car. He glanced around, spotted a Burger King and went in for a bite to eat.
 



Chapter 16
I followed Sean past the dented wooden door into the dimly lit bar. The place had changed names a dozen times since I was kid. Lou’s, Cal’s, Crystal River Pub, and several more that my mind couldn’t conjure the names. It always looked the same, though. Right down to the pool tables in the game room. When we were kids, Dad brought us in here to shoot while he pounded a few rounds with his buddies.
Bonding. Good times.
Sean and I took two empty stools at the far end of the bar. I had a wall behind me, and the door in front of me. The mirror that stretched the length of the bar let me keep tabs on the tables without looking in their direction. Sean said nothing. Neither did I.
The bartender glanced our way. He nodded, put down the cups he was drying and walked over. I recognized the guy. He, like the pool tables, had been a staple in the pub for thirty years. And like the felt on those tables, he looked weathered and worn.
“Well I’ll be… If it ain’t the Noble boys. What the hell are you two doing in here? I don’t see your daddy around. Don’t tell me you two kids are old enough to drink now?”
It took a minute for his name to come to me. “How are you, Eric?”
He shrugged. “Seriously now, something happened to your old man?”
Sean shook his head. “Nah, an old friend died, though.”
Eric nodded. “Heard ‘bout Jessie.”
He glanced at me. There was a sadness to the way he looked. His eyes seemed to droop. His lips parted a crack. He wanted to say something. I looked away before he could.
“Anyway, what’ll you guys have?” Eric said.
“Beer,” Sean said.
“Beer,” I said.
“Coming right up.” Eric walked off.
Glasses clanked, feet scuffled and the jukebox kicked on. An old Stones song piped through the speakers.
Eric returned with two chilled bottles, caps off. Water drops ran down the labels.
I reached for my wallet.
He set them down in front of us. “Don’t worry about it.”
I looked at Sean. He shrugged. We’d make it up on the tip. Eric probably counted on that.
The Rays game was on TV. The music drowned out the commentators. Didn’t matter. I watched without interest. Long gone were the days of enjoying sports. Maybe I’d get back into them after retirement.
If I ever managed to quit the business before it did me in.
Sean leaned over and nudged me with his shoulder.
“What?” I said.
“Look who’s coming our way.”
I looked ahead and saw two older women saddle up to the bar. I hoped that wasn’t who he meant. He nudged me and lifted his finger off the bar top and pointed toward the floor. I shifted my gaze to the right, saw two guys I knew from my younger days. We had gone to school together from kindergarten on. During those thirteen years, we never got along. Half the fights I got in as a kid were with those guys. They hated me. I hated them. I wasn’t surprised to find those feelings still existed.
They looked the same, only grown up and sixty or seventy pounds heavier. One of the guys was Glenn’s brother. Glenn was Jessie’s husband.
“This must be twofer day,” one of them said.
“Yeah, two jackwagons for the price of one,” the other said.
Sean dropped one leg to the ground. His shoulder grazed my back as he turned. I heard his other shoe hit the hardwood floor.
I glanced back, shook my head. “I got this.”
Sean didn’t move.
I slid off my stool. “If it ain’t Mutt and Jeff.”
“It’s Matt and Jed, dumbass,” Jed said.
Sean laughed. I smiled.
“What’s so funny?” Matt was Glenn’s little brother. They looked nothing alike.
“Look,” I said. “I know there’s this long standing thing between you guys and me, but you gotta let it go. That was almost twenty years ago. You’re living in the past. I’ve moved on. You should move on. I mean, take your waistlines for example. They’ve moved on, and out.”
“You’re fixing to get your face pounded in, Noble,” Matt said.
Words like that were either followed by a punch or more tough talk.
He continued. “And then when we’re through with you, we’ll take out your sissy brother.”
I let my arms hang loose. “Then shut up and do it.”
“What?” Matt said.
“You aren’t going to do anything about it. You’re all talk. At least twenty years ago you had the sack to throw a punch. All those years of sitting on your couch watching talk shows has sapped you of your testosterone. You go around bullying people like you used to. Only now you can’t do anything but talk tough.”
Matt narrowed his eyes. The pace of his breath quickened. His arms shook and his fingers twitched.
Jed grabbed his shoulders, and shook him, and said, “Knock him out.”
That was all it took for Matt to wind up like he was throwing the first pitch out. His entire sequence was poorly executed. He tossed a lumbering right hook at me.
I leaned back and avoided the sloppy punch. With my right hand, I gained control of his right arm. I spun him around, grabbed the back of his head with my left and drove his broad forehead into the other guy’s nose. Jed went down in a heap. I drove my heel into Matt’s right knee. He buckled sideways. As he went down, I slammed his face into the edge of the bar and let go.
Sean pulled me back from the two bodies on the floor. Both men bled and rocked in place and moaned.
“Dammit, Jack,” Eric said from the other side of the bar. “Didn’t I have to ban you from this place for an incident like this before?”
I shrugged. “That time was my fault. This guy’s to blame this time. He took a swing at me.”
“And you did nothing to provoke it, did you?”
I held my hands up, sure that Eric wouldn’t do anything.
A woman stepped out from the game room. She had on a sheriff’s uniform. Dark sunglasses sat atop her head. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. I recognized her from earlier when Sean and I drove through town.
She looked at me, shook her head and continued toward the bar.
Sean grabbed my shoulder. “Just ease back a sec, Jack.”
She said, “What happened, Eric?”
Eric said, “Those two knuckleheads were so drunk they fell off their barstools.”
“Is that right?” she said. “There’s only two barstools at this end. Can’t fit anymore.” She reached both arms out wide in front of the endcap, then turned toward us. She kept her arms out and extended her index fingers. “And you two must’ve acted the part of good Samaritans and come over to help. Am I right?”
Eric nodded. Then he looked at Sean and me, pointed to the other side of the room, and said, “Thanks for your help, now you two go back to your table. The Sheriff can handle this. I’ll get you a fresh round of drinks.”
Sean tugged at my shirt. I stared at the deputy as we walked away. She winked at me as I passed her. We found an empty booth near the back corner and sat down. I kept glancing at the woman.
“You’ll never change, will you, Jack?” Sean said.
I hiked my shoulders an inch in the air. “In my world you have no choice but to act. If you don’t, you’re dead. You can’t avoid trouble like that. Besides, what was I supposed to do? Let him hit me? Screw that.”
“You didn’t have to take out Jed and then slam Matt’s head into the bar.”
“Yes, I did. Otherwise it’d still be going on. Or they’d show up at your house later demanding we settle the score, or whatever crap lingo guys like that use.”
“They might still show up.”
He had a point. If those two were anything like they used to be, any scenario was possible.
“If they do,” I said, “I promise they’ll beg for a beating like I just gave them.”
Sean leaned back a few inches. He stared at me without speaking. I don’t know if he’d ever seen me make a threat like that. He had always had his suspicions about what I did. I never told him. I simply avoided the question. Perhaps that last statement convinced him that my standard, “Government work” response was a cover up.
I calmed down a notch. “Adrenaline, Sean. That’s all.”
“Whatever,” he said, pointing toward the bar. “We got a visitor incoming.”
The woman’s thick-soled boots rapped against the floor. She walked slowly, confidently. She stopped in front of the table. I didn’t look up.
“Hello, Sean,” she said.
Sean nodded and said nothing.
“And hello, Jack,” she said.
I looked at Sean. He stared blankly over my head. I looked up at the woman. “Do I know you?”
“You don’t remember me?” She feigned being hurt.
“No, I don’t. And Eric said the Sheriff would come take care of this. Where is he? I don’t see Sheriff Woodard over there.”
“I’m Sheriff Woodard, Jack.”
I turned in my seat and looked up at her again. “Sheriff Woodard had one kid. A girl. I used to babysit his daughter. You are not her. She was rail thin, bucktooth and covered in freckles.”
The woman smiled. Her teeth were perfect. Her body was too. “Some of the freckles are still there. Just too dim in here to tell.”
“April?” I said.
“Hi, Jack.”
“You’re the sheriff now? What happened to your dad?”
“Heart attack.”
“I’m sorry.”
“He did it to himself. Doctor warned him that his fifth would be his last. And it was.”
“Wow, I’m really sorry.”
“Don’t be, he’s OK now, taking it easy.”
Sean slid out of the booth. “Why don’t you sit, April? Catch up with Jack for a few. I’ll get some drinks.”
“Water for me,” she said as she took his seat, smiling. “You look good, Jack.”
“I try,” I said, still a bit stunned that the awkward little girl I knew twenty years ago sat across me as a fully developed woman. “You look… great.”
“Time can do that.”
I thought about the last time I’d seen April. She was still a kid, and I hadn’t left for the Marines yet. I remembered taking her to the movies a week or so before I left for recruit training at Parris Island. I was eighteen, she was eight.
I heard Matt or Jed say something. Sean’s voice rose a notch. I looked across the bar. Sean stood at one end. Jed and Matt stood by the front door. They both looked at me and pointed.
“This ain’t over Noble,” Jed said.
April stood, put her hand on the butt of her pistol and walked toward them. Her steps were no longer slow and cautious. She said, “Yes it is. Now you two get out of here before I haul your drunken asses in.”
The men glared at her, then me, then Sean, and then left.
April returned to the table. She exhaled loudly and shook her head.
“Sorry about that,” I said.
She shrugged. “Those guys are my biggest headache. I pray every night they give me one reason to lock them up for good.”
“What about Matt’s brother, Glenn?” I said.
April looked toward the bar, acted like she didn’t hear me.
“April?”
“I know where you’re going with this, Jack.”
“Are you in charge of the investigation of Jessie’s death?”
She nodded. The look she gave me told me to stop. I didn’t.
“What do you think?”
“I can’t say.”
“I’m gone in a day or two. You can tell me.”
“No, Jack, I can’t. I’m not prepared for this. We don’t have the staff for this. My dad would have handled an investigation like this alone. He’s not in the department anymore, so it’s all up to me.”
“Did you reach out to him for help?”
“No, I can’t do that to him. It could do him in. I’m supposed to have a detective from the city on his way, but so far, nothing.”
Something about the way she spoke led me to believe that she didn’t think the case was as cut and dry as a suicide. She removed a straw from its wrapper and cast it aside. Starting at one end, she ripped the wrapper down the middle. She glanced at me. I remembered that look. She was scared.
“There’s more, isn’t there?” I said. “You think she was murdered.”
She said nothing.
“OK, I get it. Look, if you need someone to talk to about this, I’m all ears. I have some experience investigating.”
“Something like this?”
“Close enough.”
She nodded, slapped the table with her palms and got up. “I should get out of here.” She took a step away, stopped, turned and held out her card. “Call me tonight and we’ll discuss the case.”
I reached for her card. It was printed on heavy paper, thick and coarse. She didn’t let go.
“That’s my cell. I can be reached anytime, for any reason. If those guys come around bothering ya’ll, let me know.”
I nodded. She let go. Her footsteps reverberated through the floor until she reached the door. She exited without looking back.
I couldn’t escape the feeling that when I called her to discuss the investigation, things were going to change. And not in a good way.
I slid into the booth. Sean returned, set a beer in front of me and then slid in on the opposite side of the table.
“Where’d she go?” he said.
“Left.”
“You all right?”
“Yeah. Memory lane and all that.”
He left me to my thoughts. I let the music and the beer drown them out. Fifteen minutes later we got up. Each of us dropped a twenty on the table. We cut across the bar and stepped out into the humid early afternoon air.
“I don’t understand how you live like this,” I said.
Sean laughed. “Come on, you did it for almost twenty…”
I waited for him to continue. He didn’t.
“What’s wrong?”
“Look at that.”
I glanced up from the sidewalk. Someone had vandalized his car. Across the windshield, they’d written, “Die Nobles.”
We approached his Mercedes cautiously. I stopped a couple feet from the window, leaned over and put my hands on my knees.
“That ain’t paint, Sean.”
“What?” He stood next to me. “What is it then?”
“Blood.”
 



Chapter 17
“God, that’s disgusting.”
The water from the hose mixed with the caked blood on the windshield. The fluids combined into a runny, red river that ran down the glass, took a detour to the side, and fell to the ground where it puddled. After the windshield was clean, he aimed the stream toward the bloody puddle and forced it toward the drain.
“At least it’s not ours,” I said.
“It could have been,” he said. “Is this how you act all the time?”
Apparently cleaning blood off his car set off Sean’s rage, and his big brother instinct.
“No,” I said. “Just most of the time.”
He shook his head and continued pushing the pool of faint red water away from his car.
I walked toward the road. It was just after twelve o’clock now. The lunch rush had begun. Everyone flocked to one of the four places to eat within town limits. That’s how many there used to be, at least. Maybe there were more now. If I really wanted to know, I’d ask Sean. Turns out, I didn’t.
I spotted the same beat up Tercel from the retirement home parked across the street in the Burger King parking lot. It faced me. There was no front tag. I shrugged it off as a coincidence. After all, if I’d have been paying better attention, I probably would have recognized half the cars in the facility’s lot.
I turned around and walked toward the bay where Sean now dried his car with the cheap towels he had purchased out of a coin-operated machine. He worked the blue cloths back and forth across the window, then the hood, and finally the bumper.
He’d worked up quite a sweat. As a result, he took off his shirt. Fortunately, he wore a white tank for an undershirt.
I approached him, stopping in front of the Mercedes. “About done?”
He nodded, said nothing.
“What do you want to do now?”
He looked up. “Want to take Kelly out fishing?”
“Sure, why not.”
The drive back to his house took fifteen minutes. We didn’t say a word during that time.
We found Kelly on the couch playing a video game. She jumped at the idea of spending part of the day on the water. Sean went to find his wife. Kelly spent the next five minutes telling me about all the manatees that inhabited the water nearby. I figured she thought I grew up somewhere else. I knew all the facts she presented. I let her talk anyway. She filled me in on everything she knew about the creatures. Turned out to be a lot. I picked up a few new things.
After a bit of convincing, Deb decided to go along, though she made it a point to tell me that she wasn’t much of an angler these days. We piled into her Suburban. Their boat was docked a few miles away and it was a quick trip over. After we parked, I grabbed a cooler out of the back. It was loaded with sodas and beer and sandwiches. Everything we needed for a day on the water.
Deb and Kelly sat in back while Sean started the thirty-foot vessel. I took a seat next to him. He pulled away, navigating slowly toward the river.
The two p.m. sun beat down on us from every angle. There was no escaping it. Deb tossed me a tube of SPF 70 and told me to lather it on.
I did.
It didn’t matter. The sun still got me.
Sean found a nice cove for us to fish for a bit. He caught more than I did. I managed to tie Kelly with two bass.
We moved on from the spot and stopped a hundred yards from a manatee hole.
Sean jumped overboard. Kelly followed.
Deb said, “Going?”
I said, “Sure.”
We jumped over together and swam out to meet the other two.
The water was a good fifteen feet deep and clear enough you could see the bottom. I saw manatees the size of Buicks gliding beneath us. Their scars were visible through the crystal water. Years of boats flying by too quickly, nicking and scarring the gentle beasts had taken its toll. Dad had been heavily involved in enacting regulations to cut down on the unnecessary deaths from careless boaters.
I hadn’t thought about that in years. I found it hard to believe I hadn’t cared either.
We moved closer to shore. A few manatees followed us over. They swam by slowly, allowing us plenty of opportunities to reach out and touch them. Whenever a hand touched their skin, they slowed down. I imagined they enjoyed it.
Kelly smiled and laughed and splashed and played. Deb looked happy for the first time since I saw her that morning. Sean seemed relaxed.
I’d forgotten how intoxicating a day on the water back home could be. The stress rolled off faster than humidity-induced sweat.
After an hour we made our way back to the boat and headed toward the dock. The sun hung lower in the sky now, out over the gulf.
“It’ll be a great sunset,” Deb said. “Too bad it’s not till eight-thirty or nine.”
I found my cell and checked the time. It was six p.m. Time had flown.
We reached the dock and three of us got off. Sean tidied up and joined us five minutes later. We all piled into the Suburban. The ride home was quick.
Time slowed when we pulled into the driveway, though.
 



Chapter 18
There were three patrol cars. One in the driveway, and two on the street. April stood in front of the house. She ran toward us, stopped, and waved Sean forward. The tires chirped as he whipped onto the driveway. April directed him to pull to the side.
The front door of the house was open. The window to the left had been smashed.
“What’s going on?” Deb said. She’d opened her door and was half out of the Suburban before Sean had put it in park.
Sean hopped out and raced to her side. Both of them swarmed April. They both pelted her with questions. The woman couldn’t complete a sentence before they asked five more.
“Stay in here for a few, OK, kiddo?” I said to Kelly.
She forced a smile and nodded. She couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes, though.
I hopped out and walked toward April. She’d already directed Sean and Deb to the front door where one of her deputies handled the couple.
“I thought you wanted me to give you a call first?” I said.
She pursed her lips and shook her head. “One of the neighbors was out walking and heard glass breaking. She ran home, got her husband. They both came back over in time to see a guy running away from the house.”
“They get a good look at him?”
“Only from the back.”
“And?”
“Hat, jacket, jeans. Perfect gear for a steamy Florida summer day, huh?”
I said nothing.
“They yelled at him, but he didn’t stop. That’s what they tell me. It wasn’t until they got back home that they called us.”
“What’s missing?”
April took a deep breath and exhaled. “Nothing that I can tell. We’ll need your brother and his wife to confirm, of course. The guy tore through the mail, left it scattered about. In the bedrooms, he dug out the luggage. Smashed out the side mirror of your brother’s Mercedes.” She pointed at Sean’s car.
I hadn’t noticed the damage. I wondered if Sean had. He seemed more concerned about the house.
She arched an eyebrow. “All kinds of things start happening when Jack Noble comes home, huh?”
“Anywhere I go, it seems.”
In the light I made out a few freckles on her cheeks and her nose. Her eyes were the same crystal blue they had been when she was a child. Her teeth were perfect now. Her body had filled out in the right places. She was soft where she needed to be, and tight and toned everywhere else.
“I need to get them to a hotel for the night,” she said. “You want to hang around here and I’ll meet you in an hour or so?” She paused a beat. “We can go through the house together, and then review Jessie’s file.”
“Works for me.”
I hung back while she instructed Sean and his family to gather a few belongings and meet her in front of the house. Ten minutes later, my brother and his family emerged. They looked scared, frustrated, angry. I could relate to the emotion of anger.
Sean walked by me, nodded. He didn’t question what I was doing, or why I wasn’t going with them. Perhaps he figured I would arrive in a different car, show up later, something like that. Eventually, he’d figure it out once his emotions settled down.
They backed out of the driveway and took the road toward Suncoast. The car disappeared from sight.
I headed inside. One of the deputies was a guy I played football with. I couldn’t remember his name. He didn’t have the same issue.
“Hey, Jack,” he said. “I heard you were in town.”
“Hey, man,” I said. It always worked. “Came down for Jessie’s funeral.”
He nodded. “That’s a tough one, huh? Were you two still close?”
“Hadn’t talked in over ten years. With some people, that doesn’t matter.”
“I suppose not.” He turned away, stopped and looked back at me. “Just be careful what you touch. Boss might want to dust later.”
I ignored his advice and picked up the phone and hit redial. If whoever did this was stupid, they might’ve used the phone. An answering service for Sean’s firm picked up. I placed the phone on the cradle and went to the kitchen.
Nothing appeared to be disturbed in the room. Pots and pans hung from a rack over the stove. All the small appliances were in the same place as they’d left them. I opened the fridge, nothing appeared out of place in there either. I pulled open the freezer and stood in front of it for a minute.
Something about the kitchen wouldn’t let me go. I spent a minute staring at the sink. Nothing jumped out at me. Whatever caused the feeling, I couldn’t place it.
I jogged up the stairs and checked out my room. The bed was unmade. The sheets had been tossed in the corner. The closet door was open. Inside, anything that had been on a shelf or hanger was now strewn about on the floor.
But nothing seemed to be missing.
I left the room and went into Sean and Deb’s. It was even more of a mess. Dresser drawers sat on the floor, upturned. Clothes were everywhere. I opened her jewelry box. It was filled with necklaces, earrings and rings. Diamonds, gold, gems. None of it touched. Sean had a couple thousand in cash in his nightstand.
Why go to so much trouble and not take anything?
The only answer I could come up with was that they weren’t looking to take anything. Only one thing.
What had Sean gotten himself into?
When I looked at it honestly, Sean and I knew little about each other. We spoke once a year at best. He could have been into any number of activities, legal or not, and I wouldn’t have a clue. I knew a few people who might be able to tell me. But I didn’t want anyone to know I was in Florida, much less the United States.
I left their room and took a glance at Kelly’s. Nothing had been disturbed there. At least whoever broke in had some sense of moral code.
In all I’d killed about twenty five minutes checking out the house. I went out front, sat down on the porch. The sun ducked behind the house, shading the lawn and driveway. It had cooled off a bit, but there was no breeze and the humidity was still a killer.
Another fifteen minutes passed before April pulled up in her patrol car. She got out. I stood and walked toward her. We met halfway.
“They doing OK?” I said.
“As good as you could expect, I suppose,” she said.
I nodded, said nothing.
“You check it out?”
“Yeah.”
“Thoughts?”
“Someone was looking for something, but only that one thing.”
She nodded. “Question is, did they find it?”
“Hard to tell.”
“Is it?”
We stared at each other for a minute.
“Listen, Jack, I’m not trying to point fingers here or anything, but I’ve heard rumors.”
“Rumors?”
“About you.”
“What about me?”
“The things you do.”
“Which are?”
She sighed and turned away. “Come on, follow me.”
We walked inside. She dismissed the two men in there. I still didn’t catch the name of the guy I played football with.
He said, “See ya around, Jack.”
“You, too,” I said without making eye contact. I continued toward the living room. Sean had a wide, deep worn leather couch. I fell back into it.
April closed the door and joined me. She took a seat in a more contemporary chair across from me.
We stared at each other. Neither of us spoke. It became uncomfortable. Was she waiting for me to spill my guts about my life?
I was about to get up and go into the kitchen when she broke the silence.
“Did you ever work for the CIA, Jack?”
I shrugged and said nothing.
“Don’t brush me off.”
“There’s a lot of things I’ve done that I can’t talk about, April. Just how it works. I never worked for the CIA, although I may or may not have been loaned out to them a time or two.” I paused a beat. “Or three.”
She seemed to accept the answer for what it was. An admission of guilt without admitting I was guilty.
“And what about a secret government agency?”
“I am not at liberty to discuss the existence or non-existence of any secret government agencies.” I threw in a smile to derail her a bit.
“Have you worked as an assassin?”
“Why put labels on things like that?”
“What kind of answer is that?”
I rose. “Look, April, you’re wasting time. Whoever did this, didn’t do it because of me. No one knows I’m here right now. I flew in from England on a private jet. Landed at an Air Force base. No customs, passports, computer scans, or anything like that.”
She sighed and fell back in her seat. “OK, then, so who did this?”
“What do you know about my brother?”
“Sean? He’s well known, well liked. His law firm is taking off. Does a lot in the community.”
She didn’t read into my question the way I thought she would. I wondered if she really had her heart into the job, or if she’d taken it to get her dad to quit.
“Let me restate that,” I said. “Have you ever heard anything about Sean—”
“No, Jack. Don’t go there. He’s clean, trust me.”
“How would you know?”
She got up and walked past me, toward the kitchen.
I rose and followed. “You didn’t answer me.”
“I know because I questioned him already.”
April had absolved herself. Perhaps she was cut out for her line of work.
We each took a seat at the kitchen island. The gut feeling that I’d missed something in there returned. I glanced around the room, looking for something. I didn’t find it. My fingers bounced nervously against the granite counter top.
“What is it?” she said.
“What?”
She placed her hand on mine. My fingers settled down.
“You’re a wreck,” she said.
“Something about this room,” I said. “Can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something. I’ve learned to trust that feeling. It’s always right.”
“Always?” She lifted a curious eyebrow.
“There’s a dud here and there.”
She squeezed my hand and then slid off her stool. For a day out policing, she smelled nice. She walked behind me, circled around the island and headed toward the fridge. Her head and her eyes never stopped moving. I doubted she’d find anything. Then again, it couldn’t hurt to have her look.
“Wonder why they didn’t disturb anything in here?” she said.
“Me either. They trashed everything else. What’s so special about the kitchen? It’s like they knew whatever they were looking for wouldn’t be in here.”
She let the door to the freezer fall shut. It created a puff of wind that blew her hair off her shoulders for a second. She turned toward me. Her nose and cheeks were red from the cold air. She smiled, but I looked past that.
I saw what I’d been looking for.
 



Chapter 19
“Step aside,” I said.
Her smile faded. She narrowed her eyes and said, “What?”
“Just do it,” I said.
April took one step to the right and turned halfway. “What is it?”
I hopped off the stool. We stood shoulder to shoulder in front of the fridge. There were dozens of magnets on the door. It hadn’t struck me as odd earlier, even though, as far as I knew, they couldn’t stick to stainless. In the middle of the door were a bunch of magnetic poetry, words and phrases. Most were spread out into jumbled meaningless messages. Others said corny things like, “All my love belongs to you.”
I pointed at the phrase in the center of it all. There was a gap of at least two inches on all sides separating the group of words from the rest of the magnets. It looked deliberate.
April read it out loud. “Back off get out.”
“And look at it closely. See how that white is smudged? Kind of darker than the others?”
“Kind of red?”
We stood with our arms pressed tight to one another. She looked over at me. I felt her breath on my face.
“Is that blood?” she said.
“You got something to test with?” I said.
She shrugged. “We’re a small department, Jack. We don’t have anything fancy.”
I placed my hand on my face and rubbed down to my chin. Someone had to be able to help. It was an hour’s drive to Tampa. One of her deputies could get there in thirty to forty.
“Grab a camera and an evidence bag,” I said. “We can have one of your guys run it to the city.”
“OK.”
“You’ve got some contacts down there, right?”
She nodded as she pulled out her cell phone and called back one of the deputies. She walked away from me and filled him in on the details.
I continued to stare at the message. I had a good idea who had left it, and why. What I didn’t understand was why they didn’t just track me down and deal with me? Why’d they have to bring Sean and his family into this? These guys knew me twenty years ago. They had no idea who they were messing with now. I could make their lives a living hell.
And I would.
I needed a car, and I had to get rid of April so that I could put an end to this.
I made my way to the living room. April stood in the foyer. The front door opened. She greeted her deputy, and together they walked into the kitchen. I followed behind. I didn’t know this man. He took several pictures of the refrigerator, donned a pair of blue latex gloves, and placed the poetry magnets into an evidence bag.
April said, “Have them test it for blood first, DNA second.”
The guy nodded, and said, “Yes Ma’am,” and left.
April followed him to the front door. I waited in the living room. After her deputy left she joined me.
“I guess we wait,” she said.
“You should go home,” I said.
“I can’t leave you here.”
“Why not?”
She waved her hand around. “What if they come back?”
“I’m a big boy. I can handle it. Go home, April.”
She took a few steps back. Whether she did it purposefully or unconsciously, she blocked my path to the front door.
“Why are you acting like this, Jack?”
“Like what?”
“Like you’re going to do something.”
“Probably best you don’t ask a question like that.”
She hesitated before answering. I could see her struggling with the choice. Leave or try to detain me. She threw a curve ball at me.
“I’m going with you,” she said.
“Where?”
“You know where. Those two jerks from the bar.”
I hadn’t considered this option. It made sense. She could keep me from doing something stupid, or she could cover up anything stupid that I did.
“You know where they live?” I said.
She lifted her eyebrows an inch, nodded. “Been there several times.”
I followed her outside. The sun had set. It was dark and muggy. Crickets and cicadas competed for our attention. A water bug the width of a golf ball skated across the driveway. Halfway to her patrol car, I began to sweat. I started to long for London.
She started the engine and blasted the AC before she closed her door. I stole a glance in her direction. She took a few deep breaths. Her hands white knuckled the steering wheel. She whispered something. I had no idea what she said.
“You sure you want to do this?” I said.
“Yes,” she said.
“You can just drop me off and give me directions. No one will know. I sure won’t tell.”
“I’m not leaving you there alone. You nearly killed them in the bar and that took a couple seconds. I’d probably roll up to their house in the middle of the night and find their heads on stakes.”
Ironic, considering where I’d been only a few days ago.
“Besides, these guys are armed to the teeth. They won’t do anything if I’m there.”
She backed out of the driveway, threw the transmission into drive and gunned the engine. We flew around the bend in the road. I saw a turtle off to the side. She slammed on the brakes at the stop sign. Burned rubber seeped in through the vents. I rolled my window down once we began moving in an effort to dissipate the odor.
“How far is this place?” I said.
“Other side of town.”
I wanted to ask her about Jessie. Despite being in town for a day, I knew nothing other than she was dead and they suspected it had been suicide. Our earlier conversation led me to believe that April doubted this. I tried to bring it up a couple times, but couldn’t find the angle.
April gave me one.
“She lived in that neighborhood.”
I followed her gaze toward the community of brick ranch houses. The roofs were all low pitched. The yards all had palm trees and lots of flowers and manicured lawns.
“Kids?” I said.
“Two,” she said. “Boy and a girl.”
“Drive by it,” I said.
She hit the brakes and made a hard left into the neighborhood. Kids playing soccer in the street took to the sidewalks. April slowed down and pointed at a brick house painted light yellow or off-white. Too dark out to tell for sure. The car rolled to a stop a few feet past the driveway.
Yellow police tape covered the front porch and the door.
“How’d she die? I mean, I know it’s being looked at as suicide, but how?”
“Gunshot.”
“Did it look self-inflicted in your opinion?”
“Jack, I’m an amateur when it comes to this stuff. I’ve never investigated a suicide, much less a murder. I’ve been promised a detective from the city, but they haven’t showed up yet.”
I reached out and placed my hand on her forearm. “It’s OK. I’m not grilling you here, just asking a couple questions.”
She took a deep breath. Her gaze left the front of the house. She stared at me.
“It doesn’t look right to me,” she said. “The position of her body, her hand on the gun, the blood on the wall… none of it seems right.”
“Have you sent the pictures to Tampa’s homicide department?”
She shook her head. “They’re all at the morgue. Anyway, I’ve spent some time online, researching. So far, the feeling in my gut seems right. I guess the detective will let me know if I’m wrong.”
“Can we go in?”
“Key is in the glove box.”
I reached for the latch. It didn’t open.
She pulled her keys from the ignition, fished around for a second, then handed it to me with a small key pointing up. I inserted it into the lock and opened the glove box.
“Grab the flashlight, too,” she said.
I grabbed the key to Jessie’s house and the large stainless steel flashlight. “Got gloves?”
“In the trunk.”
We both got out. The wind had picked up. It blew in from the gulf. Fresh air. Salt air. It felt good and made the humidity a little more bearable.
I met April at the trunk. She popped it, grabbed a box of gloves.
She turned to me, and said, “You need a gun?”
“I’m good.” I didn’t care how she took that. I was armed. If she knew, she did nothing to stop me.
We walked up the driveway and across the paved walkway to the porch. She ducked under the yellow tape. I followed close behind. She cut the tape on the door. It fell in two even length strands along the frame.
“We’ll replace it before we go,” she said.
I heard voices behind us. Looking back, I saw a couple sitting on their porch. Orange embers at the end of a cigarette glowed in the dark. I was surprised I hadn’t picked up on the smell.
The door clicked open. April looked back at me. “Ready?”
I shrugged. “Guess so.”
I clicked on my light and stepped into the dark house. Nothing could have prepared me for what I encountered.
 



Chapter 20
Leon Barber idled on Suncoast’s dirt and gravel shoulder. He had a view of the police car and the front of the house. The cruiser had pulled up next to the curb and lurched to a stop. Jack and the woman had remained inside for a minute before getting out. They met at the back of the car. She had reached inside the trunk. Leon couldn’t tell for what. Jack reached behind his back, tugged at something.
His piece, Leon presumed.
They walked up the driveway. He lost visual contact with them when they ducked under the darkened porch.
Leon counted back from fifty, slowly. When he reached zero he checked his mirrors then cut across the two-lane road. Gravel pelted the Tercel’s undercarriage. The rear end of the compact car fishtailed. He let off the gas and regained control on the blacktop. By the time he passed the first house in the neighborhood, he drove a steady twenty miles per hour. He slowed down and coasted past the police cruiser. Turning his head toward the house, he searched for Jack. Didn’t see him, though. Police tape covered the porch. The door to the house was closed. Either they’d gone inside, or walked around back.
He slowed down a bit more. The Tercel crawled forward. Two strands of yellow police tape hung from the door frame, about four feet up on either side.
They’d gone inside.
Leon continued another couple hundred feet down the road, made a three point turn and parked about a hundred feet from the house. He studied the tangle of asphalt, grass and siding in front of him. The sky grew darker by the second. The final glimmer of red light over the gulf faded.
He pulled out his cell phone and called Vera.
“He’s at some house with a cop,” Leon said.
“OK.” It didn’t sound like the information surprised her.
“Want me to get closer?”
“No,” she said. “Stay put.”
Leon hung up the phone and tossed it on the passenger seat. It skipped twice and came to a rest next to the door. He was tired of sitting around doing nothing. It’s all he had done to this point. They had people for this. He wasn’t one of them. His job had always been to come in, and strike fast and hard. Sitting in parking lots waiting for the go-ahead was for the desk jockeys. And since he’d been around the whole time, it might not even be his go ahead.
He couldn’t stand being played. Vera was jerking him around. She might be able to keep him from taking Jack out, but she couldn’t keep him cooped up in a car for a week. He slapped his steering wheel.
“To hell with this.”
He leaned across the passenger seat, opened the glove box and pulled out his Glock 17. He’d decided to see what Jack Noble was up to, and how the man would react when faced with Mr. Nine-millimeter.
Leon reached for his door handle and shoved his shoulder into the window. He stopped short of placing his foot on the ground.
If he acted out of line, it would come back to haunt him. Maybe not today, or tomorrow. But one night, he knew, he’d wake up with a sharp blade pressed to his throat. There’d be no meeting beforehand. He’d get no trial or committee hearing.
He’d disappear.
Simple as that.
But first, they’d have to find out.
 



Chapter 21
Rotting flesh and day old blood hit me like a sack of bricks. I stood inside, next to the front door. April closed it and the odor enveloped us. She gasped a few times. Her hand hit my shoulder, presumably to steady herself.
My flashlight beam hit the opposite wall. Blood coated it. The crimson pattern started about six feet in the air, blossomed, then traveled down in a thick, wide line. The flow of blood continued on the carpet, forming an area that covered three feet out and to the side. Two spent shells lay on the floor. They were within two feet of each other. Someone had placed evidence cards next to them.
The bullet casings stood out.
Why two?
April must’ve read my mind. She patted my arm with one hand and shined her light at a spot on the wall with the other.
“First bullet missed and went through the wall right there. Nervous, I suppose. I know I would be.”
I walked forward, stopped in front of the mess. I looked down, trying to find an alternate path.
“There’s booties in the bottom of the box of gloves,” she said.
I slipped a pair on. The hole in the wall intrigued me the most. I inched closer, then took a step back. I used the flashlight to zoom in on another section. The cone of light spread as I leaned back. The comparison between the small section against the entire wall proved interesting.
“What’re you doing?” April said.
“It’s hard to be positive, but doesn’t this section here,” I circled the area with my flashlight, “look different than the surrounding area?”
She moved in, turned her body sideways and stood close to me. She took short, quick breaths. She wasn’t used to this kind of carnage, and, even though she’d seen it once, it still made her anxious.
“Yeah,” she said. “It looks faded. Muted, maybe.”
“Like some of the paint came off, right?”
“Could be.”
“You guys checked all the linens, the washer, so forth.”
“Yeah, best we could, at least.”
I lowered into a squatting position. The light followed me down. April combined hers with it. The faded pattern matched the blood stain on the wall a couple feet away. A bloom up top, and a streak heading to the floor. This one was thinner. I turned my flashlight toward the floor. The carpet looked fine. Unsoiled. It matched the rest of the room, except for where Jessie’s body had lain.
I inched the flashlight up, panned left and right.
“Look at that,” I said.
“What?” she said.
I pointed at the small drop of red on the millimeters wide baseboard ledge.
“Is that blood?” she said.
“That’d be my guess.”
April looked up at me. Her eyes were wide, her lips parted. We were close enough that I felt her breath hit me in spurts.
I said, “The faded wall, that could be dismissed, despite the bullet hole. One of the kids could have gone crazy with markers there one day, or spit their juice there. But that single drop of blood there tells us something.”
“She didn’t kill herself.”
“Nope.”
“Someone missed the first time.”
“They hit.” I pointed to my ear. “But not in the right spot.”
“She started to run that way.” April shined her light to the left. “That explains it.”
“What?”
“Why the angle seemed odd. It makes sense now. See, that’s what bothered me. Everything about the way she would have had to hold the gun to get that angle of entry, the blood, it was off because she didn’t do it.”
“Did you find two wounds?”
“Just the entrance and exit.”
“April.” I paused a beat and rose. “That wasn’t an exit wound. That was the second shot. It either grazed her or went through and through. Either way it hit the wall, and so did her blood. It wasn’t as much as the other shot, but it was enough that someone cleaned it. They failed to wipe away one little drop.”
“You’re kidding me,” she said.
“Agreed,” I said.
“What now?”
“Where’s the body?”
“Clearwater. At the morgue.”
“OK. We seal this place up now. You need to get someone out here to guard it. Then we head down south.”
We turned and walked to the door. The warm air that rushed in was a welcome relief.
“What about those two idiots from earlier?” she said.
“We pay them a visit after,” I said.
April went back inside and collected samples while we waited for one of her deputies to show up. I expected her to botch it after her claims of limited training. Whether she’d picked up her skills online, or from TV, she acted like a pro. Best I could tell, at least.
I leaned against a pole supporting the porch and watched her work. I had glimpses of playing video games with her when she was a kid. As a girl, she’d been awkward in every way, even with a game controller in her hand. It was still hard to believe this was the same person. Relatively speaking.
I must’ve had a strange expression plastered across my face, because she glanced up and gave me a cross look.
“What?” she said.
“What?” I said.
“You’re looking at me all funny.”
“Sorry, just remembering when you were a goofy looking kid.”
“Ah, yeah.” She rose from her crouching position and walked toward me. “Well, I remember when you were a good looking young man. Guess we both changed.”
I smiled. So did she. Then she apologized.
“I shouldn’t act like that here. Your friend died in that room. You’d think as a cop I’d be able to cope better.”
“People adapt to horrible situations by acting like this, April. I saw a man in Iraq get both his legs blown off. He cracked jokes with the medics until he passed out.”
She looked frustrated, like she knew what she needed to do, but couldn’t. Her dad had held the job for thirty years or so. He was the law in Crystal River. With that, came a level of respect from the community. I doubted April received the same level of consideration from half the old timers in town. And what was Crystal River but a bunch of retirees now? What there was of the younger generation was probably the same as anywhere else. They didn’t care.
“It’ll come with time,” I said.
She smiled, nodded and went back to work. I decided to step away for a few minutes so she could complete the task without feeling like I was watching over her shoulder.
I walked to the end of the porch, scanned the street. The people across the road were still outside on their porch. They’d extinguished their cigarettes. I heard them talking, but couldn’t decipher what they said.
Elsewhere, the kids had all gone inside. It was hard to play soccer with the sun down. The streetlights that lined the road were dim and spaced far apart.
I stuck my head past the railing and looked up. Clouds had rolled in from the north. The breeze had died down. The air felt thick again. I heard a rumble of thunder in the distance. We might beat the storm on our way down to Clearwater, but we were sure to hit it on the way back.
A car pulled into the neighborhood. I saw the light rack on the roof as it passed under a street lamp. The headlights lit up the street. I followed the flood of white and saw the same beat up Tercel I had seen across from the car wash and in the parking lot of Dad’s senior care facility.
I walked to the porch entrance and ducked under the police tape.
The cruiser parked behind April’s vehicle. The guy got out.
“Jack,” he said. “Where’s April?”
I still couldn’t remember the guy’s name. Perhaps Sean had a yearbook lying around somewhere in his house.
“Inside,” I said as I hiked my thumb over my shoulder. We passed each other on the driveway.
“Hey Craig,” April said.
Craig, that was it. But was that his first name or his last? I questioned whether I really remembered the guy.
They spoke on the porch for a few moments. I turned right at the end of the driveway and headed toward the Tercel. It was parked in a dark area, making it impossible to tell if anyone was inside it.
About halfway between Jessie’s house and the Toyota, April called for me.
“Jack, what are you doing?”
Any cover I had had been blown. I turned around and walked toward her, casting the occasional glance over my shoulder. She waited for me beside her car, next to the passenger door.
I stopped two feet from her. “That’s the third time I’ve seen that Tercel today.”
She glanced over my shoulder. Her eyes were narrowed and her lips pursed.
“About a hundred feet back,” I said. “Older model. Primer gray.”
“Where’d you see it?”
“At my dad’s retirement home, across from the car wash, and now here.”
She shrugged. “Coincidence, that’s all. He visited his mom or dad earlier, had a bite to eat, and he’s home now. People do live and work around here, you know. They have lives, families, dietary needs.”
“Fast food is far from a need.”
“Whatever, come on.”
I didn’t accept her take on events as gospel, but they made sense. At least, they would to someone who didn’t carry around the same level of paranoia as I did.
She held her cell phone up. “I’ve got an ME who is going to meet us at the morgue.”
“ME?”
“Medical Examiner. Don’t you watch TV or read?”
“No.”
“Huh.” She studied me for a moment. “Well, you should.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Maybe add it to my resolutions next New Year’s Eve.”
She waved me off. “Get in the car, Jack. We’ve got a bit of a drive ahead of us.”
 



Chapter 22
“I’m telling you, that was close, Vera.” Leon’s heart pounded. He had to force air through his nose. He was lightheaded.
It felt good. He felt alive.
Jack Noble had stood ten feet away from where Leon hid. The hedges were thin, too. If the man had aimed the heavy-duty flashlight in Leon’s direction, Jack would have spotted him. If he’d have sneezed, or been stung by a bee, Leon would be dead now.
“I told you to stay in the car,” she said with no inflection in her voice.
“I’m tired of that.”
“Take me through what happened so I can try and make some sense of why you stepped out of line?”
“They were inside the house for a while. Another cop showed up.” Leon paused a beat. The cruiser pulled a tight U-turn, hopping a curb, and raced toward the end of the street. “Hey, Vera, they just left. Pulled out in a hurry. You want me to follow them?”
The line was silent for a minute except for Vera’s steady breathing.
“Is the cop still there?” she asked.
“Yeah, he is, but Jack ain’t. Should I go?”
“No. I can trace a cop car. They don’t have many in that town. I know where you’re at, so it won’t be hard.”
He heard her tapping on her keyboard. He tried to imagine what Vera’s office looked like. He’d never been in there. Never been close. Hell, he hadn’t ever met her. He only knew the voice, that stiff, monotone voice. Did she sound like that all the time? When she had sex, was it like screwing a robot?
“Leon, why don’t you go inside and talk to the cop? Find out what he’s doing there.”
Leon glanced at the police tape surrounding the porch. “How am I gonna pull that one off?”
“Tell him you’re the detective from the city.”
“What? What detective?”
She sighed. “Don’t question me. You have to accept that I know more about what is going on than you do. When the time is right, I’ll fill you in. Until then, you’ll be told what you need to know and you will keep doing what I say to do when I tell you to do it. Understand?” She paused a beat. “I don’t need to tell you what will happen to you if you don’t. After all, you’re usually my go to guy to get rid of a rotten apple.”
“Bad apple or rotten tomato.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” Leon hesitated. Though he’d never asked, he always assumed that there were more like him. Someone had to assassinate the assassin. “Yeah, I know, V. Whatever you need, I’ll do.”
“OK, then. Call me back when you’re done with the guy.”
“Yeah, sure.”
He hung up, opened the door, turned in his seat and placed both feet on the ground. He didn’t have his good shoes on. He hadn’t counted on this job lasting this long. Now he regretted it. And his feet hated him for it. As he walked toward the house, he slipped his cell in one pocket and a blackjack in the other. It weighed down his pants, causing the Glock to slip a little in his waistband.
A holster would have been a good idea, too, he thought.
Leon walked down the sidewalk at a steady clip. He stopped in front of the house. The windows were dark. The door propped open. Leon crossed the street. He stepped lightly up the driveway, across the walkway, and ducked under the yellow tape and stopped on the porch. The cop stood in the front room, facing away.
Leon whistled at the guy.
The deputy spun around and reached for his pistol.
Leon already had his drawn. “Hey, ho, man, take it easy.”
“Who…who are you?” the deputy asked.
Leon smiled a little. The other guy had no business being in the house. He wasn’t a cop. The guy was a glorified secretary.
Leon said, “I’m Detective Jones from Tampa. Was asked to come down here and check this crime scene out. I saw your car out there, but I wanted to make sure you weren’t a perp.”
Perp? Where had that come from? Too many movies.
“I’m a deputy in the Crystal River Sheriff’s department. I was told by my boss to wait here and protect the scene.”
Leon wondered from what. He smiled, nodded, and said, “Looks like you’re doing a stellar job, my man.”
The deputy’s flashlight hit the floor and lit up a decent space around it. Leon caught sight of the blood on the wall.
“Man, what happened here?” he said.
“Suicide,” the guy said.
Leon chuckled. “Ain’t no suicide, man. Who the hell shoots themselves while they’re standing up so that the blood sprays on the wall like that? People tend to develop nervous leg syndrome when a gun is pointed at them.” He caught the deputy’s attention. “Meaning their legs don’t want to work anymore. Knees get all rubbery and give out. They fall to the ground, crying and whimpering and begging for their life and whatnot.” He still held his gun. He aimed it toward the ceiling and wagged it around, let it come to rest on his temple. “Now, I seen a few men put a gun to their own head. They sat down for it, though. I figure, maybe someone could stand, but they ain’t gonna go up to the wall and hold one side of their head against it.”
“What?” the deputy said as if every word had passed around him. “Who the hell are you?”
“Like I said, I’m Detective Johns from Tampa.”
“You said Jones a minute ago?”
Leon smiled. “Did I?”
The deputy took a step back. “Let me see your ID.”
“Don’t move.” Leon aimed his Glock at the man.
The guy lifted his hands in the air.
“Turn around,” Leon said.
The man did.
Leon walked up to him. He grabbed the man’s handcuffs, yanked his arms back, and placed the cuffs on the deputy’s wrists.
“It’s nothing personal,” Leon said right before he knocked the deputy out with his gun.
The man fell to the floor in a heap. Leon dragged him into the kitchen. A trail of blood followed them. Leon saw it, cursed. He grabbed some peroxide and a towel and cleaned it up. Then he dropped the towel on the guys face and the peroxide on his stomach. The man had no reaction.
Out cold.
Leon pulled out his cell phone and called Vera.
“Well?” she said.
“He’s down. This place is a mess. Blood all over the wall, the carpet, the deputy’s face.” He held back a laugh.
“I want you to tamper with it.”
“How?”
“Get creative.”
“Don’t you think they already have what they need from it?”
“Let me worry about that, Leon.”
“What about the cop?”
“Did he see you?”
“Yeah.”
She sighed. “Take him someplace.”
Leon glanced at the man on the floor. He didn’t need to hear anything else. “OK.”
After Vera ended the call, Leon looked around for something to use to destroy the crime scene. He knew enough about forensics to keep from getting caught. There was little he could do to get rid of all the blood at this stage. Besides, the crime scene was old enough that they would have gathered all the evidence they needed. But Vera gave him an order, so it was best to carry it out.
He found the laundry room at the end of a hall off the kitchen. On a shelf he saw a bottle of bleach and a bottle of ammonia. He grabbed both, and carried them to the kitchen. The deputy moaned and rolled over. Leon kicked him in the head three times. The guy stopped moving.
Leon opened the back door. He saw a hose coiled up on the ground. It had a spray nozzle attached to the end. He turned the faucet on and dragged the hose through the kitchen and into the living room.
He squeezed the nozzle’s trigger and aimed the powerful stream at the wall and the floor. Dried blood began to liquefy and slide down the wall. After a minute of dousing the area, he emptied the bottles of bleach and ammonia on the wall and the floor. The mixture of the two burned his throat and nostrils. He ran through the room and the kitchen and burst through the back door. He filled his lungs with thick fresh air.
He knew that was a bad combo, but he hadn’t expected that reaction.
Leon waited a few minutes. He wanted to hang outside longer, but knew time was critical. He followed the green hose through the house and scooped it up by the spray nozzle. Then he aimed the jet of water at the wall and the floor.
“That’ll have to do,” he said.
He carried the hose into the kitchen. The guy had scooted to the wall. Leon sprayed him down. The deputy screamed as the high-powered jet of water hit his open wounds. Leon laughed at the guy as he tossed the hose outside.
He walked back to the deputy and squatted down in front of him. The man looked away.
“That’s what I thought,” Leon said.
The deputy said nothing.
Leon pulled him to his feet and pushed him into the garage. The deputy tripped. Somehow he managed to turn so that his side hit the concrete floor first.
“Wait here,” he said. “You so much as move, I’m going to kill you.”
Leon exited the house, picking up the deputy’s pistol along the way, jogged down the street and got into the Tercel. He raced toward the house, backed into the driveway and butted the rear bumper up to the garage door.
He waited behind the wheel for few minutes, watching his surroundings.
Inside the garage, Leon belted the sheriff again, almost knocking the man unconscious. He lifted the garage door just enough to shove the deputy into the trunk of the Tercel. Leon watched as the man rolled his head back and forth, trying to talk. Blood covered spittle flew a few inches into the air and crashed back down on his face.
“Save it,” Leon said, closing the trunk lid.
He got behind the wheel and pulled out of the driveway. The guy banged against the frame and the backseat. Leon turned up the music and drowned the noise out.
 



Chapter 23
The morgue loomed ahead like a gateway to hell. The dark hid the bulk of the building. Landscape lights set at ten-foot intervals were aimed upward, highlighting long thin stretches of the building’s concrete facade.
April pulled into the parking lot and double-parked near the door. She left the car running for a minute. For the first time, it felt like the air conditioning had cooled me off.
She said, “You sure you’re ready for this, Jack?”
I said, “I’ve seen plenty of bodies, April. Some were my fault, others weren’t. Some were friends. Some of those friends died because of me. I can handle this. It’s the only way we’ll figure out what happened.”
We exited the vehicle and met in front. We walked silently to the morgue’s entrance. Inside, April signed us in. The older guy on the other side of the counter wore a white coat, blue jeans and a t-shirt. He had messy hair and was unshaven. We’d woken him up, and he looked pissed about it. He looked at me, then at her. I presumed he wanted to say something. He didn’t.
“That’s him,” April whispered.
He led us down a narrow hall that deposited us into a chilled room. The walls to my left and right were fifteen feet high and lined with chambers. There were three rows on each side, with fifteen frozen caskets to a row.
When the hell would there be ninety bodies needing a place in the morgue in Clearwater?
The guy looked at his chart. “Let’s see, Jessie Staley.” He traced his finger down the page. “Ah, there we go.” He led us to the other end of the room. He turned a handle and pulled Jessie’s chamber open.
Her dark hair was matted against the pale skin of her face. Her eyes were closed. Blood caked her eyebrows. Her lips were parted slightly. The top one was split in the middle. One of her teeth had been knocked out and another broken.
The ME moved her head to the right. He pointed at the obvious bullet wound above and slightly forward of her ear. “Entrance.” He turned Jessie’s head a little more. His fingers walked around her skull and came to a stop a few inches behind the first wound. “Entrance. And, you can’t see it, but exit just an inch behind. That bullet grazed along her skull and popped back out.”
“That explains the hole in the wall,” I said.
“And the blood on the baseboard,” she said.
“You notice anything else?” I said to the ME.
“Obvious trauma to her mouth.”
“How did she fall?” I said.
The ME shuffled through her file and pulled out a photograph. Jessie lay on her side right. Her right arm stretched out along the floor. Her left fell across her chest. One leg was straight, and the other pulled forward. The back of her head rested on the floor. The last thing she saw lay somewhere between the man who shot her and the ceiling.
“That rules out the fall knocking her teeth out,” I said.
The ME reached out and opened Jessie’s mouth. “I found the full and partial teeth inside. I’m waiting on results.”
“What would that tell us?” April said.
“If a weapon other than someone’s fist did it.”
“You’ll be able to tell?” she said.
He shrugged. “That’s why I sent it off.”
We stood without speaking for a moment. I stared at Jessie. April stared at me. The ME tapped his foot and cracked his knuckles.
I looked over Jessie’s body. Her face and head took the brunt of the attack. She had a fresh scar on her arm. I noticed nothing else.
“Anything else?” he asked after a minute.
“Jack?” April said.
I looked up. I had plenty of questions. Not for him, though. I wanted to be able to ask Jessie what happened. How did it happen? What led to it happening? I wanted to tell her I was sorry for how things ended, and the trouble I dragged her into a decade ago.
“Jack?” April said.
“Yeah, sorry. Let’s go.” I nodded at the ME. He turned away.
I heard Jessie’s body being slid back into the frozen tomb that precluded her eternal stay underground.
We sat inside the car. I grabbed the back of my head and exhaled. It didn’t feel real. Even after seeing her corpse, I couldn’t believe that Jessie was dead.
“You OK?” April placed her hand on my shoulder.
I shifted in my seat so I faced her. “Tough to take in, you know?”
“Remember what happened to my mom?”
I thought about it for a minute. There had been an accident a year before I left for the Marines. April’s mother and father had been out on the water. He went below deck to grab a couple beers. When he came up, she was gone. That was the story, at least. It never sat well with me. But the man telling it was the only witness and he was also the town’s sheriff. How could you doubt him? An independent investigator came in at her father’s request. The Mayor picked the man out. The guy found no evidence of foul play, said it was an accident. She had been drinking, fallen overboard, and the tide carried her body away.
“I remember,” I said.
“Still keep hoping she’ll just show up one day. Come walking up along the river and find her way to my house.” April looked away. “Or at least that her body will wash up. I suppose I should let that go considering it’s been twenty years.”
Neither of us spoke for five minutes. She started the car, but we didn’t leave. The air that came out of the vents smelled like stubbed out cigarettes at first. The smell faded, leaving behind an ice-cold breeze that hit the middle of my face.
“You know what I think?” I said.
“What?” she said.
“I think those guys know more than they were letting on. I think that little message was more than them trying to get under my skin.”
“You think they were involved?”
“Them, and Glenn. Hell, Matt’s his brother. Think about the scene. That could have been a two-man job. Definitely not suicide. I think one of them held her while the other went to shoot. She moved. The bullet hit but didn’t kill. One guy punched her. She stopped. The other shot and killed her.”
“Plausible.”
“Probable.”
“So what should we do?”
“I think you should go over and question them.”
“What about you?”
I stared out the front window at the blackness beyond the parking lot. “I’m going with you.”
She shifted into drive and crossed the parking lot, turning right and taking us toward town. She bypassed Main Street. We prowled along the outer edges of the historic center. Streetlights lined one side of the street, not the other. She turned into an older neighborhood. Thirty years ago, my grandparents lived there. Now it looked nothing like it did then. The houses were worn down. The lawns were messy, full of weeds, or just brown. Some of the homes we passed looked abandoned, or inhabited by squatters. I saw the house my grandfather and his brother had built themselves. Someone had painted it purple.
“What the hell happened here?” I said.
“The economy,” she said. “Most folks bugged out some time ago. Went to Jacksonville, Gainesville, Tampa and Orlando. However few jobs those cities have, it was better odds than here.”
The economic state of the country wasn’t something I dwelled on. Since becoming an adult, I worked either for the government or as a contractor. There were plenty of jobs available in my line of work. And they paid well.
“There it is.” She pointed ahead.
The house looked like the rest in the neighborhood. The gutter hung off the roof on one side. Siding was missing in a few places. The lawn had grass two feet high mixed in with bare spots.
April blocked the driveway with her cruiser. She left the engine running.
“Take this.” She tossed a key toward me. “That’s a spare. If you need to run, you do so.”
“I’m not going anywhere without you.”
There were no blinds or curtains covering the wide front window. The TV lit up the far wall. Images flashed on the screen. I couldn’t tell what they were watching. Two of the men occupied opposite ends of a couch. Glenn sat in a recliner against the left wall.
A dog barked as we walked up the driveway.
Matt rose off the couch and walked toward the window. His frame blocked my view of the television. He cupped his hands to his face and leaned into the glass. He shouted something. The other two men rose. Glenn went to the back of the house. Jed went to the front door. Matt met him there. The door swung open and both men stepped out. Jed held a baseball bat.
“You might want to rethink that,” I said.
“Wasn’t the warning at the house enough for you, Noble?” Matt said.
“Put the bat away, Jed,” April said.
“You brought the cops, Jack?” Matt said. “Can’t fight fair and square?”
“Fair and square got both of you knocked out in five seconds. She’s here for your safety.”
Matt took a few steps forward and spit in my direction. It missed me and hit about ten long blades of grass on its way to the ground.
“Where’d Glenn go off to?” I said.
“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jed said.
“Saw him through the window. He went to the back of the house. It’d be best for you all if he came outside.”
“Piss off,” Matt said.
“I can get a warrant,” April said.
I almost questioned her.
Matt did. “For what? We ain’t done nothing. If anything, I want to press charges against Jack for assaulting me. So, there, take him away Ms. Sheriff.”
Both men laughed.
I looked at April. “I’m growing tired of this.”
Matt took a few more steps toward me. “So what are you gonna do about it?”
I said nothing.
“As far as I’m concerned,” he said, “you’re trespassing on my property. Get the hell off it before I kick your ass.”
April said, “You rent this house.”
“Don’t matter,” Matt said. “I know that much.”
He stood inches from me. A wave of tequila and corn chips and his body odor blew past me. I might as well have been standing in a dumpster.
“Get going, Jack.”
I didn’t move.
“Jack, we can get another car out here. Craig’s close. I’ll call him. We’ll watch the house. These drunks aren’t going anywhere.”
I said nothing, kept my eyes on the man in front of me.
Matt moved quicker than he had at the bar. It caught me by surprise. He drove his big hands forward, into my chest. I lost my balance for a second. He followed it up with a head butt. I managed to move to the left, but not far enough. He caught the side of my forehead. The maneuver didn’t have the intended effect of splitting my face open. It left both us reeling a bit though.
I shook my head and regained my balance. He threw a right hook at me. It was wide and sloppy. I ducked it and delivered a blow to his midsection. The air left his lungs like a balloon deflating. He bent over. I grabbed the back of his head as I drove my knee into his face. He fell down, gagged on his blood.
Jed came running toward me swinging the baseball bat.
I didn’t have enough time to reach the M40 tucked in my waistband and avoid his next swing, so I waited. He waved the bat back and forth like a kid stepping up to the plate for the first time. There was no cohesion. His next attempt would be wild and in my direction. I prepared to avoid it and gain control of the bat.
“Freeze!” April yelled.
Jed stopped in place. He glanced at me, then her.
“Take your shot, man,” I said.
He thought about it. I could see him inching forward. He stopped just out of arm’s reach. That gave him plenty of room to work the bat. Unfortunately for him, he didn’t count on me kicking him, so it came as a surprise when I slammed my foot into his crotch. He dropped the bat and fell to his knees. I kicked him in the face and then pushed him over. He landed on top of his friend.
“That’s the second time you two ended up in a pile today. There’s a lesson in there somewhere.”
April and I left the two guys on the ground and walked to the front door.
“Glenn,” I said. “Come out here. We need to talk to you about what happened to Jessie. We know it wasn’t an accident.”
There was no response. The door was open. I couldn’t see or hear any movement.
“What do you think?” April said.
“We can wait him out.”
A roaring sound filled the still night air.
 



Chapter 24
I turned and ran to the driveway. The motorcycle created a breeze that crashed into me as Glenn drove by. I grabbed the bat off the ground, cocked my arm back. By that point, he’d traveled too far beyond my reach. I couldn’t do anything but watch the red taillight shrink into the dark.
“Dammit.” April rushed past me. “We can’t let him get away.”
One of the guys on the ground laughed. The other moaned.
“Let’s go,” she said, already halfway to the car.
“Don’t think about leaving town,” I said to Matt and Jed as I walked by. Jed got to one knee and flicked me off. I altered my course and kicked him in the face. He collapsed again.
April stood behind her open door, shaking her head. “Why?”
I dropped the bat on the driveway and shrugged. “Why not?”
She put the cruiser in reverse and gunned it. My head whipped forward then back as the rear tires hopped the curb behind us. Two quick thumps. April didn’t seem to care. She kept her foot on the gas and shifted into drive. Tires spun in the grass, dug into the earth. We lurched forward. The rear axle dropped six inches. The tires squealed until they got their grip set on the asphalt.
Didn’t matter how fast April drove. We’d lost Glenn. He had a head start on a motorcycle. He could have cut through someone’s yard and pulled into a shed by now. Or ditched the bike and taken off on foot. Woods surrounded the neighborhood on three sides. There were more across Suncoast, although the tributaries and gulf lay beyond. April slammed on the brakes, opened her door and stepped out. I joined her by the cruiser’s trunk. We were near the entrance to the neighborhood, facing the way we had come.
“I’m getting Craig over here. He can bring those two drunks in.” She pulled out her cell and held it to her ear. Seconds passed. She made a twirling motion with her hand, then said, “Craig, get over to 2424 Magnolia. There’s two guys passed out on their front lawn. I want them locked up.”
“He on his way?”
“Voicemail.” She hung up. “What do we do now?”
Porch lights flicked on. People wandered through their front doors, down their driveways, and gathered along the side of the street. Hard to tell what would happen in a neighborhood like this. Their stares and gestures made it obvious they weren’t fans of the local law enforcement. How far would they go, though?
I kept my eye on the growing crowd, and said, “His wife’s funeral is tomorrow morning. No way he doesn’t show. Have a couple of your deputies waiting there and arrest him afterward.”
April followed my stare. She glanced at me, then turned back toward them. “Arrest him for what?”
“I don’t know. You’re the cop. Force him to go in for questioning. Catch him jaywalking for all I care. Get him to the police station and let me work on him.”
She looked at me again and leaned back, her brows furrowed and her arms crossed. I remembered her giving me the same look when she was five or six after I told her she couldn’t stay up to watch TV. Only this time the hurt was real.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “My temper got the better of me, and he got away.”
“What’s done is done,” she said with a sigh. “Why hasn’t Craig called back?”
“Maybe he fell asleep.”
“Maybe we should go over and check up on him.”
I shrugged, jutted my chin toward the crowd fifty feet away. “I think we should go somewhere before that group of people decides to do something stupid.”
She nodded. “Maybe we should go get a drink.”
“I can handle that.”
We turned and walked to our respective sides of the vehicle. I kept my head on a swivel and my stare focused on the crowd. They did nothing. We both slipped inside the car.
She drove through town, past the only bar I knew of within five miles. She didn’t slow down. I said nothing. She’d spent her entire life here. She knew the places to go. Something new could have opened up, and I wouldn’t have had a clue. Maybe she was taking me to a new restaurant where I could get a steak and a beer.
That would be heaven.
Downtown Crystal River was deserted. The roads were lit up with new orange street lamps. The only sound was the purr of the engine and the near jet-like sound of the air conditioning blowing through the vents. It was the coolest I’d felt since arriving in Florida.
We left Main Street and the lights behind, headed north. I knew there was nothing that way, at least not on Suncoast.
“Where are we going?” I said.
“You’ll see,” she said.
Five minutes later she turned right. The darkened street offered no clues. She hugged the road’s curves. Second nature. She’d driven them hundreds, if not thousands of times. Finally, she pulled onto a gravel driveway, cut her headlights and parked the car in an open garage. With a twist of her wrist, the engine and the vents went silent.
We sat in silence for a minute. The ticking of the cooling car sounded like shotgun blasts.
“Want to come in?” she said.
“Do I have a choice?” I said.
“You can walk back to your brother’s house.”
I thought about it. The mental map I pulled up told me it’d be a three or four mile walk. It was dark and hot and muggy, and that didn’t appeal to me. Also, I couldn’t recall seeing a beer in my brother’s fridge.
I wasn’t sure if hers had any, but I’d risk it.
“All right,” I said. “Lead the way.”
The exterior of her house looked old enough that the shingles might have been made of asphalt. The yard was well maintained. The grass was short. Hedges were trimmed. There were plenty of flowers, all in bloom. Red, yellow, orange, purple. She didn’t care about cohesion. She must’ve liked the vibrancy of them all.
Her keys jangled as she pulled them from her pocket. They reflected the streetlight in front of her house. She stuck one in the doorknob. The lock clicked. She pushed the door open and flicked on a light. A pool of white washed over the front step. A tabby cat greeted her with a long meow. It rubbed against her leg, gave her a long stare, and then walked away.
“Perfect pet,” she said. “Says ‘hi’ when I come home and then takes care of himself. Haven’t even been able to find a man who can do that.”
“Say hi, or take care of himself?”
She smiled. “Either.”
I said nothing.
“It’s a joke, Jack. Just trying to lighten the mood. It’s been a rough day for both of us.”
“Day? Try decade.”
She walked away from me. Her arms crossed in front of her. Her hands went to the opposite sides. She grabbed her shirt and pulled up a few inches. It slipped out from her utility belt clad waistband. The bottom of the shirt rose up a few inches. Her skin was tanned. A colorful tattoo adorned her right side. She let go of the shirt with her left hand. The hem fell to her hip. She used the same hand to unclasp her utility belt. It hissed through the belt loops of her pants. She held it out to the side. It looked like a dangling water moccasin. She let it fall to the floor.
“I’ll be right back,” she said, looking back at me. “Make yourself at home.”
The foyer had one picture on the wall of the Eiffel Tower, and no furniture. I glanced down the dark hallway. Looked like it led to the bedrooms. To the right, I saw the dining room. An old oak table with four chairs sat under a dark light fixture. I walked forward, into the living room. She had a full size couch and a love seat. Both were upholstered with the same faded denim fabric.
I walked past the furniture to the back door. White vertical blinds covered it. I pulled them back. It was pitch black beyond the thick glass. I reached my hand to the side and found a switch. A light cut on, dim at first, then bright once it warmed up.
Her backyard wasn’t much. Fifteen feet deep and as wide as the house, all enclosed with a six-foot privacy fence. There were no trees or shrubs or flowers back there. Didn’t even see a grill. I figured April spent little time in her backyard. The front yard appeared to be her tranquil place.
“What are you doing?”
I turned and saw April standing there with two bottles of Miller Lite. She’d changed into gym shorts and a pink tank top. She’d pulled her hair back. Her arms and chest and legs were as tan as her side.
“I thought you said you had beer?”
She extended her arm toward me. “You a snob now?”
I hiked my shoulders in the air and held my hands out to the side. “Spent some time in Europe. They’ve converted me. A bit, at least.”
April walked toward me and stuck the bottle in my hand. “You’re in Florida now, bud. Act like it.”
I brought the bottle to my lips and took a pull off it. It was cold and refreshing and once I got past the aftertaste, it was pretty good.
She crossed the room, stopping to place her beer on a coaster on top of the wooden coffee table. The longer I looked at the table, the more I realized it had been made from pallet boards.
She caught me admiring it. “You like it?”
“Yeah. You make it yourself?”
“Yup.”
“Neat.”
She laughed. “Yeah, neat. When’d you start talking like a Cleaver?”
“Sorry, long day.”
“So, have a seat.”
I did. Her couch was more comfortable than Sean’s expensive leather sofa. I moaned as I leaned back. My body sunk into the cushions. I wondered if I’d be able to get back up.
“You all right, old man?”
I didn’t respond.
She knelt down in front of her entertainment center. Her buttocks rested on her heels. Her tank top inched up. I saw part of the tattoo again. I wondered what it looked like in its entirety. I heard a loading tray open, then close. A bossa nova beat commenced a few seconds later. A guitar and tenor sax combined to create a tune I hadn’t heard in years. Perhaps I had, but not in this way.
April rose, spun halfway, and approached with a smile on her face. “You remember?”
I took a second. A man sung in Portuguese. A smoky sax accompanied him. “Girl from…?”
She nodded, slowly.
“Some beach in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil?”
She shook her head, quickly. “Really, Jack? That’s the best you can do?”
“Ipanema, right?”
April rolled her eyes. “About time. Now, do you remember?”
I shook my head. She looked disappointed. I said, “Give me a clue.”
She took a deep breath, sat down on the coffee table in front of me, placed her forearms on her knees and leaned forward.
“The summer before you left, you watched me almost every day because my mom was gone, and my dad worked that crazy shift and didn’t get home until nine or so. You weren’t here alone all the time, but the last couple hours was always just us. I used to—”
“Put this song on and make me dance with you.”
April smiled. She reached out and grabbed my hands. She rose, tried to pull me up with her.
“No,” I said.
“Yes,” she said.
“Not a chance.”
“You don’t want to disappoint me, do you?”
“I really don’t care.”
She pushed the coffee table back with her legs. She took a step back, pulled on my arms harder. Eventually, I relented. She laughed at first as I fumbled through the steps. Then she moved in closer. The day had taken its toll on both of us. Her scent was natural, appealing, even mixed with the beer.
Her body pressed against mine. Her lips went to my neck. For a moment, I thought I’d tell her to stop. I didn’t. She kissed my neck, my jaw, my cheek, and my lips.
She wasn’t stopping. Neither was I. My hand went to the hem of her tank top. I lifted the right side. I pulled my head back to see more of the tattoo. She blocked me with her arms. A smile crossed her lips and she lifted an eyebrow.
“Not yet.”
“When?”
She shrugged.
Then both our phones rang.
We both exhaled, loudly.
“I have to take that,” she said, stepping back.
“I should too,” I said, reaching into my pocket for my phone. I answered without checking the number, figured it was Sean.
“Jack?”
“Sasha?”
From the other side of the room, April said, “What? What do you mean he’s not there?”
“What’s that?” Sasha said.
“Nothing. My brother’s wife. What’s going on? Why are you calling? It’s well after midnight there.”
She started to answer. I cut her off.
“Hold on a sec.”
April’s voice faded to a murmur in the background. I wanted privacy, though, so I went to the back door. It was locked in three places. I managed to get them all unlatched and stepped into the backyard. A dozen mosquitoes greeted me. They dive bombed me, two or three at a time. I swatted them away.
“OK, Sasha. What’s up?”
“She got a death threat.”
 



Chapter 25
Death threat.
The phrase echoed through my head. A scene played out in my mind where Erin had gone to Sasha, desperate and pleading after being unable to find me. Someone had put the pieces together. They couldn’t get to me, so they threatened her and Mia.
I don’t know if it was the humidity or fear, but I broke out into a cold sweat. I swallowed back the lump in my throat.
“Who?”
“Marcia Stanton.”
My pulse dropped below one hundred. “Credible?”
“Best I can tell it is.”
“What was said?”
“The gist of it, ‘you’re dead.’”
I moved to the corner of the small backyard and leaned against the fence. This afforded me a view into April’s house. Our beer bottles stood next to each other on the coffee table. I took a moment to compose my thoughts.
This wasn’t the first time that Marcia Stanton had her life threatened. I was outside that cafe a few days ago because we knew about the threat before she did. I had to find out if that was the case this time.
“Did we intercept any intel about this like the last attempt?”
“Not a word. And we’ve been listening hard enough to hear a mouse fart.”
“Christ.” I glanced up at the sky. Clouds raced past. “You need to get a team assembled and put around her now.”
“That’s what I suggested, too.”
“OK. Sounds like you have this under control, and I wouldn’t expect any less. So, why are you on the phone with me?”
“She wants you, Jack. She said she needs you here and with her until this threat is eliminated.”
“I’m unavailable.”
I heard her take a quick breath, as if she was going to respond. She paused for a moment. “The funeral’s tomorrow, correct?”
“Yeah.”
“So you can come back after that, right?”
“It’s not that easy, Sasha.” Something caught my attention inside. I took a step to my right. April entered the room. “There’s things here that I need to see through.”
“Like what?”
“It’s best that you don’t know.”
“I can find out,” she said. “You know that.”
“You don’t know where I am.”
“Crystal River, Florida.”
I said nothing. Location breeched. I’d be checking over my shoulder every minute now.
“Come on, you didn’t think all your records were destroyed, did you?”
The clouds overhead slowed down. Like in a traffic jam, they piled into one another. Soon the cloud would grow out of control and have nowhere to go but down.
“Give me a day, Sasha. After that, you can send someone to pick me up and I’ll come back. Keep Marcia underground tomorrow. If she insists on going out, get the best men you can find. If any of the Prime Minister’s guys are off, surround her with them.”
The back door flew open and April stepped out. She struggled to breathe.
April said, “Jack, we need to go.”
“Hold on,” I said to her.
“Brother’s wife?” Sasha said.
“Something like that,” I said.
“You’re not going to tell me who she is?” Sasha said.
“She’s the sheriff. We’re working on something.”
“Sure you are. You got a thing for women in uniform, don’t you?”
“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” I hung up and stuffed the phone in my pocket.
April motioned frantically. “Let’s go.”
I followed her through the house, attempting to get her to tell me what was wrong. I feared for Sean and his family’s safety. My chest and gut tightened, like someone had nailed me in the solar plexus with a two-by-four.
I grabbed onto her bare shoulder at the front door and spun her around.
I said, “What is it?”
She said, “Craig’s not at the house.”
“Jessie’s?”
She nodded, ducked her shoulder and slipped out of my grasp.
“OK, and…?” I said.
“His car is there. The crime scene is ruined. Someone poured bleach and ammonia and hosed it all down. There’s fresh blood, too. I think it’s Craig’s.” Her bottom lip quivered. She bit it. Her eyes had grown wet. Tears slipped down her cheeks.
“Listen to me, April. Go change. You don’t need your uniform, but throw on some jeans and grab your pistol. We’re going to head over there, quickly, but calmly. We’ll figure out what’s going on. But let’s wait until we see this with our own eyes before we start making assumptions. OK?”
“OK.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.
She disappeared down the dark hall. When she returned, she had on faded blue jeans. They had holes in the knees. We left the house and walked to the car, side-by-side. Our hands brushed against each other. Thunder rumbled. It sounded far away. No flash accompanied it.
We got in the car. She drove. On the way, she asked, “Who called you?”
“Lady I’m working with.”
“Everything OK?”
“Typical problems at the office,” I said. “Looks like I’ll have to return after tomorrow.”
“Oh.” Her lips went to one side of her face and she glanced at me. “Will you come back?”
I shrugged. “There’s no way I can give an honest answer to that question. I could tell you yes, but I’d be lying. I could say no, and show up a week from tomorrow.”
“I can’t believe I waited almost twenty years to see you again and it had to be like this.”
I said nothing. What could I say? I’d forgotten about her after a week of getting my butt kicked in recruit training. She’d grown up with a distorted memory of me, and built me up from that. I could tell her everything about me, everything I had done, and she’d dismiss it because in some part of her brain, she thought of me as some kind of hero.
“I’m not who you think I am,” I said.
“What?” she said.
“This image you have of me, it’s not who I am. April, I’m not a good man.”
“Don’t say that.”
“It’s true. Trust me. The best thing you can do is forget all about me.”
She shook her head. “There’s too much going on right now, Jack. Can we talk about this before you go?”
I sighed, looked out the window. Beyond the road I saw nothing but black. The gulf lay a couple hundred yards away. Crystal blue water as far as you could swim. I wanted to be out there more than I wanted to be in the car.
“Jack?”
“Sure.”
We reached Jessie’s neighborhood. Red and blue lights bounced across the sky. Craig’s cruiser was parked on the street, in front of the house, right where I’d last seen it. Another one of April’s deputies had pulled into the driveway and left his strobes running.
She slammed on the brakes and threw the car into park before coming to a complete stop. The car lurched forward and jerked back. She threw open her door and jumped out. I followed. We ran to the front of the house where her deputy waited.
“What’s going on, Skagen?” she said.
The man stepped forward. “He’s gone. No answer. Nothing. There’s a mess inside. Fresh blood in the kitchen, living room, and the garage.”
I scanned the area while the man spoke. Across the street I saw the faint glow of a cigarette behind the front window.
“Jack,” April said. “Coming in with me?”
“You go ahead. I want to check something out.”
She and Skagen walked inside. I crossed the street and cut across the neighbor’s lawn to their front door. I didn’t bother with knocking. I reached for the handle, found it unlocked, and pushed it open.
The guy dropped his cigarette and hurried backward to the wall.
“What are you doing?” he said.
“What’d you see?” I said.
“Huh?”
Every time I’d been there, the guy had been watching, whether from the porch, or inside. He saw what happened to Craig.
“That’s a nasty habit you got there,” I said.
“So,” he said.
“It’ll kill you.”
He said nothing.
I walked toward him, stepped on the cigarette and put it out. The man’s breathing grew wheezy. I reached behind my back and pulled out the M40.
“When I say kill you, I don’t mean in the sense of heart disease and lung cancer. I mean it’ll get you noticed by the wrong person at the wrong time.”
“Don’t shoot me, man.”
His dark eyes focused on the M40’s barrel. He sucked in breath and blew it out in under a second. I caught the odor of whiskey. The guy was frail, his hair was gray and thin. He hadn’t shaved in a week or two. Long lonely hairs poked out from his open shirt.
“Where’s the other person?”
“What? Who?”
“Don’t screw with me, man. I saw someone on the porch with you earlier.”
“She…she’s in bed.”
“If you’re lying, she’s dead.”
“I’m not lying,” he said.
“Tell me what you saw.”
“Get that gun out of my face.” He whispered the words.
I took a step back and lowered my weapon.
The guy took a few deep breaths. He patted his chest a few times. “OK, after you and the woman left earlier, this black guy, he came walking over from down the street that way.” The man extended his arm and pointed over my shoulder. “The other cop, well, he talked to him, then turned his back on him.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“It was as if he recognized him, or accepted him as belonging there. The cop turned and waved the guy forward.”
“OK.”
“They was inside for a while.” He pursed his lips and blew out quickly. It sounded like faint machine gun fire. “I started to get bored. Figured I might come in and watch some television. Gotta be a game on, at least. Right?”
“Of course.”
“Then I seen that black dude come running out of the house, down the street again. He pulled back up a couple seconds later in a beat up little car.”
“What kind of car?”
The guy shrugged.
“Maybe like an old Toyota?” I said.
“Could’ve been,” he said.
“You get the color of it?”
The guy shook his head and tapped his nose. “Maybe gray.”
“OK.”
“Anyway,” he said. “He gets out, pops the trunk, opens the garage, and then puts the cop in the trunk.”
I waited a beat. “Did you call the police?”
The guy shook his head. “No, sir. I didn’t know who else might have been out there. I’ve been called a snitch before. Been beaten ‘cause of it, man.”
“What’s your name?”
The guy said nothing.
“We can get it through other means.”
He looked toward the window. “Your girlfriend’s out there.”
“Your name,” I said.
“Fults,” he said. “Herman Fults, with an ess, not a zee.”
“Don’t make any plans to leave town, Herman.”
He nodded. “That all?”
“No, I’ve got one more question.”
“Can I get a drink first?” He turned and walked toward the kitchen without waiting for my response. “Come on, man.”
I followed him. He grabbed a bottle of Wild Turkey, tossed the cap and started drinking.
“Have a seat,” he said.
I sat across from him. My seat felt unsteady, and the table wobbled.
“You want to know what happened to Ms. Jess, don’t you?”
I nodded. “Did you see?”
Under the kitchen light, he looked like a different man. Not in a good way, either. The man in the living room was old and frail. This looked like that guy’s deceased father. Deep lines were etched into his face. What hair he had looked brittle. His skin was gray, and his eyes were glazed over and milky.
“She was home with her husband. The kids was out. I was watching the game. Heard a loud engine pull up, so I got up and went to the window, cracked it and had a smoke. Two big guys got out and went right inside the house.”
“Had you seen them before?”
“Tubby and Tubby Jr.? Oh, sure. They were over a lot. Ms. Jess told me she hated them. One was her husband’s brother.”
I said nothing.
“So, anyway, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. I went back to my game. Fell asleep. My front door was open, just the screen there. Windows, too. Nice breeze that night blew directly into my house. And then, two explosions woke me up.”
I straightened up.
“What time did that happen?”
He looked up. “Maybe around one or two.”
“How long between the explosions?”
“Not long. Couple of seconds.”
“What happened next?”
“Well, I ran to the window. Nearly did myself in, that time. Couldn’t breathe for a minute.”
“Did you see anything?”
“Not a thing, man. The car was gone.” He took a minute, sighed a couple times. “I went over there. The front door was unlocked. I pushed it open and saw her.” His eyes watered over. He tried to speak again, but couldn’t.
“OK, Mr. Fults. I got it. I’m going to have someone come by tomorrow and get a statement from you.”
“Can I do it after the funeral?”
“I’ll talk to the sheriff.”
We sat there for a few minutes. Neither of us looked at the other. I rose, excused myself, went through the front door and jogged across the street. April stood in front of her cruiser.
“Jesus, Jack. It’s a mess in there. This doesn’t look good.” She kept her composure.
“Yeah, well, you gotta hear the story the old man across the street just gave me.”
“He’s a drunk,” Skagan said.
“And he also sits on that porch or behind the front window and watches everything that goes on out here. Normally, that’s not much. But these past few days, a ton.”
“What’s that mean?” April said.
I recounted the story Fults had told me. Everything from the African-American guy gaining access to the house, Craig being dumped in a trunk, and what happened the night Jessie died.
April pushed past me, headed toward Fults’s house.
“What are you doing?” I said.
“I’m going to find out why he didn’t let us know this before. Why didn’t he call in when Craig was being beaten and abducted?”
She spun around and drew her sidearm. Skagen and I both went after her. I got there first and grabbed her with both arms. She tried to pull away. I didn’t let go. She relented and turned toward me.
“Tell me what I could have done differently, Jack?”
“This isn’t your fault,” I said. “It’s mine. That car, the one I saw three times today, that guy was following me. He’s the one that did this. We need to find him.” I paused a beat. “I need to find him, and figure out what the hell he’s doing here.”
“Why would he take out Craig?”
“Maybe Craig saw something he shouldn’t have.”
I couldn’t say anything more than that. I knew that anyone following me would be ruthless and coldblooded. And, presumably, Craig had been in the way at the wrong time.
 



Chapter 26
Leon drove through the center of town. He didn’t speed. He didn’t glance around. There were a few people out. They didn’t seem to pay any attention to him.
He left the old historic area. The speed limit increased to thirty-five, then forty-five miles per hour. He kept his speed steady. As long as the road ahead of him was barren, the high-beams were on.
He came across what looked like an abandoned road. The turn off was visible, but beyond that, the asphalt was cracked and overrun with grass and weeds that had forced their way through. Nature had reclaimed what was once hers.
He turned onto the road. The headlights washed over the area. The road led into a stretch of woods a couple hundred feet away. Unsure what laid in wait at the end, he cut his lights and crept forward.
Tall pines rose up on either side of him. The road came to an end. He stopped, rolled down his window and waited with the engine off. The car ticked and clicked for a few minutes before going silent. A breeze blew past him. Insects sung and hummed. An owl screeched a time or two.
Satisfied the road was nothing more than a relic, he got out and walked to the rear of the Tercel.
The man inside the trunk banged against the lid. The little car shook and swayed.
Leon stood at the rear for a minute. He had to get rid of the guy, and letting him live was not an option. He popped the trunk. In the darkness, he could only make out the shape of the deputy. The man squirmed. Leon pulled out his pistol, aimed toward the man’s head and pulled the trigger twice. The man’s flailing legs and wriggling torso went still.
Leon inhaled the smell of nitroglycerin and sawdust, turned, and spit. That was the smell of death.
He had to get the body out. He walked around the side of the car to check if he had anything between the front and back seats that he could use to bury the guy. He didn’t need a shovel, just something to move a little earth around. The less visible the man was, the better.
He opened the door and stuck his head inside. He found nothing but a few fast food wrappers. Disappointed, he exited the car. As he turned to the back, he spotted a light a hundred feet or so away, in the woods.
Leaves rustled. Branches popped. Someone approached.
Leon had been around the block enough times to know that no sane person would head toward gunfire unless they were armed as well.
And standing next to the car, he was a sitting duck.
He crouched behind the rear wheel. The approach continued. He shuffled toward the rear of the car, and tried to get a look into the woods. The headlights were on, but the cone of light didn’t extend toward the light in the distance. Whoever approached had come from that direction.
Leon was bathed in red light behind the car. He couldn’t stay there. He moved back to his spot behind the rear wheel. Trees surrounded him on three sides. Running back to the highway wasn’t safe. Neither was running toward the oncoming person.
Leon took a breath, closed his eyes, and composed himself. Then he took a sprinter’s stance and darted into the woods.
 



Chapter 27
April grabbed Skagen by the elbow and pulled him to the side. She told him to keep the house locked, and not to let in anyone but her. He went inside. The front door shut. She paced the length of the porch for a minute or two. She came to a stop, wrapped her hands around the back of her head.
“You can’t blame yourself for this,” I said.
She’d been staring at the house across the street. It seemed to take a few seconds for my words to settle in.
“Who should I blame then?” she said.
“Craig, for one,” I said.
“That guy could barely figure out a revolving door, Jack. I should have never put him in this position. Give him a radar gun and tell him to pull someone over when they did ten over the speed limit, he did fine. But something like this? It was too big. He was probably thrown off by the scene inside and relieved that someone showed up. He’d have bought any story.”
“You think something about the guy seemed familiar or trustworthy?”
She shrugged. “Only Craig knows that. Hopefully we’ll be able to ask him when we find him.”
She joined me on the walkway. We headed toward her cruiser. I offered to drive her home. She protested at first, but gave in after a few minutes. When we reached her house, I cut the engine. We remained seated with the windows up and the ignition off. Our breathing was rhythmic, in time with one another, and the only sound in the car.
“I’m not going to be much for company now,” she said.
“Understood,” I said. “I need to be out there, anyway. You have a car I can borrow?”
She gestured to nothing. “Take my patrol car.”
“You sure?”
“You’re not going far, are you?”
“Maybe to the other side of town.”
“Just stay away from those guys. Let us handle that, OK? I’ve already got the on-call on his way over.”
“I’ve got other concerns, April. Someone is here because of me. Your man is missing because of me. I’ve got to get this figured out quickly.”
She said nothing.
Neither did I.
Another minute passed. The windows fogged up from the bottom. The streetlight cast a faint pool of light through the back window. It lit up the right side of her face as she turned to face me.
“What is it?” I said.
“I really hope you’re going to come back.”
“I’ll be back in the morning.”
She smiled, leaned over and kissed my cheek. “That’s not what I meant.”
I knew that, but I didn’t say so.
She reached out and grabbed the door handle and cracked it open an inch. The crickets sang. The cicadas screamed. She hesitated.
“What is it?” I said.
“Nothing.”
She walked to her front door and went inside. A minute later half her torso emerged from the dim opening. She held out her hand and stuck her thumb in the air. Then she was gone. The door closed. The lights cut off.
I didn’t feel safe leaving her there alone, not with someone skilled enough to kidnap a cop on the loose. So I drove to the end of the street with my lights off, made a U-turn and remained there for fifteen minutes.
The street remained quiet, empty, still. Houses looked dead and deserted. The trees had a rhythm of their own. They swayed with the breeze at random intervals. A heavy gust blew through. It sounded like the ocean. Waves breaking.
I started the cruiser and shifted from park to drive. I slowed as I passed April’s house. The windows were still dark. The front door still closed. April, I presumed, was in bed. Alone.
I’d only managed to get a hundred feet away when a call came over the radio. Someone had found Craig’s body in the back of a mid-nineties Toyota Tercel. He’d been shot at point blank range, twice, in the head.
I whipped the wheel around and raced to April’s house.
She had the front door open before my foot hit the pavement.
“Have you heard?” I called out.
“Yes,” she said.
“Get in,” I said.
“Let me drive. I know where we’re going.”
I met her at the front of the car. She reached out and squeezed my hands. She looked steeled, determined.
It took her twenty minutes to reach the location. She turned onto an old, abandoned road that dead-ended in the woods.
“What was back here?” I said.
She shrugged. “I’ve never been back there before.”
Her headlights washed over the unkempt field. The cruiser straightened out. The beams of light settled straight ahead. I saw the Tercel parked at the end of the road. Skagen had arrived before us. He’d pulled up next to the car. I wondered if he’d locked up before leaving Jessie’s house.
April gunned the engine and hit the brakes a second before it would have been too late. She left the engine running and hopped out. I cracked my door open to the sound of thunder. Lightning splayed across the sky over the gulf.
Skagen met April at the back of the Tercel. He shined his light inside the trunk. April stared down into the makeshift tomb for a moment. She didn’t gasp or cry out or reach for something to steady herself. I stood behind her, squeezed her shoulder. She took a deep breath and turned and shook her head. Her eyes watered over.
Skagen said, “An old man lives in a cabin behind us. He heard the shots. Caught a glimpse of the man that did it, but it was dark. Said by the time he got over here, the man was gone.”
“How long ago was that?” I said.
“Half hour, maybe more,” Skagan said.
“He wouldn’t get far through the woods,” April said. “Maybe a mile.”
“If he went through the woods he’d find a place to hide,” I said. “But if he took to the road and ran, he could be four miles away, if he’s in decent shape.”
April walked past me, beyond the cone of light cast by her headlights. She stopped a few feet past the cruiser. She faced the highway.
I walked toward her.
She said, “There’s dozens of streets four miles in either direction. Some dead end, others will lead you back to I-75 if you follow them long enough and make the correct turns.” She turned around, shaking her head. “Christ, we don’t even know what this guy looks like.”
“Fults saw him,” I said. “Told me the guy was African-American.”
“Fults is delusional, Jack,” she said. “The other day he told me that aliens came down and took Jessie away. We can’t put out anything based on what he told us.”
“Sounds like we’re…” I was going to say ‘screwed,’ but didn’t.
She walked past me, and called for Skagen. “Finish up with the witness and head back to town. Check every street there, then start back this way. I want you to go up and down every road. Got it?” She paused long enough for him to nod. “We’re going to head south.”
I joined her in the patrol car. She flicked on the high-beams as she spun around and drove toward the highway. I scanned the area to the right. She took the left. The grass was high, probably up to the middle of my thigh. If anyone had been through it, or hid in it, I couldn’t tell. A K-9 unit would have been helpful in this situation.
“Can you get a dog out here?” I said.
“Not now. Maybe in the morning. I told dispatch to notify all the adjoining towns and highway patrol. I’m sure they were all happy to get a notice to be on the lookout for an armed man, possibly African-American, definitely a cop killer.”
The first of several fat raindrops hit her windshield. I saw a flash of lightning stretch from the heavens to the gulf. A crack of thunder followed. Then the sky opened up and pelted the area with rain.
“Guess the dog’s out of the question now,” she said.
I shrugged. I didn’t know enough about how they worked to agree or disagree. “Call in the morning and find out anyway.”
We drove eight miles down the highway, going about half the speed limit. The rain let up after a mile or so. She slowed down at every intersection. It took three times as long as it should have to make the drive. We saw nothing.
She stopped in the median and called Skagen. He hadn’t seen anything, either. She aimed the cruiser toward town. We drove down every side street we passed until we reached the murder scene. Houses rose out of the earth like skeletons. Silent dark cars waited for their owners. Trees swayed with the gusts coming in off the gulf. But there was no sign of the man. He’d vanished into the night.
April pulled onto the dirt shoulder. Blackness surrounded us. The coroner had come and gone. At the end of the abandoned road the Tercel sat empty, wrapped in police tape. We couldn’t see it, but we knew it was there.
“It’s almost four, Jack. The funeral is at ten.”
I nodded, said nothing.
“I have a spare bedroom.” She looked away. “You can stay in there.”
“No, take me back to Sean’s.”
She hesitated, made eye contact with me. “You sure?”
“It’s for the better. Trust me.”
And so she took her foot off the brake and the cruiser rolled forward. We arrived at Sean’s house after twenty silent minutes.
I opened the door and stepped out. She said nothing. I ducked my head inside and leaned forward. She stared at me, her eyes wide. They looked black in the dark.
“I…”
She shook her head.
“Yeah.” I rose and shut the door.
 



Chapter 28
It didn’t take long for Leon to find a car. He had cut through the woods for a few hundred yards after someone came out guns blazing. Cops would be on the way, but he knew he had time, so he crossed the field to the road and made his way south.
The cloud-covered sky made it pitch black out. Optimal conditions for him. He stayed close enough to the road to keep from sinking in the wet field. One car passed. Leon ducked and lay down in the grass to his right while they passed.
The first street he came across looked promising. The houses older. They were spaced far apart from one another. As far as he could see, all the windows were dark.
He skipped the first two and hit the third. There he found an F-150 prime for the taking.
Dumb luck, some might think.
Country folk, Leon thought. Always gullible enough to leave their keys in their vehicles.
And this was a double down as far as luck was concerned. Not only were the keys in the ignition, the truck was a five-speed.
Silent escape into the dark night.
Leon didn’t leave right away. He stayed back fifty feet. He took cover under a tarp strung between three trees when the rains came. For a time, he watched the house, the street, and the highway. Fifteen minutes of nothing was his plan. As long as the house stayed dark, the street motionless, and the highway deserted for that amount of time, he’d take the truck and go.
It took a couple hours, but everything fell in place.
Leon left his hiding spot. The ground crunched under his feet. Pine straw, dried out after a hot summer. Not even the thunderstorm could do enough to soak it.
The truck door creaked as he opened it. Leon paused, glanced back at the house. The lights didn’t cut on. The curtains didn’t move.
He reached in, released the emergency brake, put his right hand on the steering wheel, his left on the door frame, and started pushing. His thighs burned as his feet dug into the ground. The truck started rolling. He cut the wheel near the end of the driveway. The turn wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t end up in the ditch either.
With the truck rolling at a couple miles per hour along the asphalt, Leon hopped inside, pulled the door to the point where it was closed, but not fully latched, and turned the key in the ignition. The big V-8 engine roared to life. He turned on the highway and drove ten miles in ten minutes.
When he reached the highway 19 and 98 junction, he veered to the left and stayed on 98, which placed him on a path to I-75.
He pulled out his cell and called Vera. It took a couple minutes to fill her in on how things went down.
“Where are you now?” she said.
“About twenty minutes from 75, but this truck is hot. I imagine I got maybe two or three hours before it’s reported missing.”
He heard her tapping on her keyboard. “OK, in that time you could easily be in Fort Lauderdale. I’ve got someone between there and Miami who can take you in. They’ll be able to hide the truck until we can dispose of it.”
“What about Jack?”
“Don’t worry about him. I’ve got things in place that are going to take care of Noble.”
“OK. So where exactly am I headed?”
“Get on 75 and go south. It cuts across the state from west to east an hour or so away from you. Call me when you get close to Fort Lauderdale.”
He was about to hang up when she said something else.
“Leon, what’s the license plate number.”
He pulled over, got out and went to the back of the truck. He used his cell phone like a flashlight and called out the sequence of letters and numbers to her.
“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll keep monitoring for that. If it is reported sooner than we expected, you’ll have to ditch it and hide until I get someone to you.”
“All right, you make sure you…” It was pointless. She’d hung up.
He set the phone down in the console and pulled back onto the road.
 



Chapter 29
I managed to keep my eyes shut for two hours. Whether I actually slept during that time is up for debate. I tossed, turned and punched the cushions a few times. I was still on London time, which meant it felt like eleven in the morning when I rolled off the couch.
In reality, it was only six a.m.
I called the facility to check on Dad’s status. The woman that answered told me that Sean had him transported to the hotel last night.
One less thing to worry about.
I figured that the guy who killed Craig wouldn’t hang around, but couldn’t bank on it. The man was there for me. Someone could argue otherwise, but the fact that the guy showed up in three separate places at the same time as me left little doubt in my mind. One of those places had been Dad’s facility. Presumably, he had my father’s room number. I hoped that’s where it ended.
I called my brother.
“How’d last night go?” I said.
“OK,” he said. “Kinda crowded in here, but other than that, we’re good. I slept with Dad. Deb and Kelly slept in the other bed. Dad’s got a pretty loose digestive system. Anything interesting on your end?”
“Too much.”
“What happened?”
“I’ll tell you later. You planning on going to the funeral today?”
“Yeah.”
“OK. I’ll pick you up in Deb’s Suburban. Cool?”
“Sounds good, baby brother.”
I hung up and headed for the kitchen. The tile felt cool on my bare feet. I found the coffee, popped the lid off the container and stuck my nose in the opening. Good start. Hot coffee would be better, though. I knew from before that it took ten minutes to brew. I opted to pour a cup once there was enough in the pot. The strongest possible cup of the morning. I needed it.
My cell phone buzzed and skated across the island. I set my mug down and scooped the phone up. The country and city code combination indicated the call came from London. I didn’t recognize the rest of the number.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Jack, this is Marcia.”
“Hello, Ms. Stanton.”
“You can call me Marcia.”
“OK.”
She said nothing. Was she waiting for me to say her first name?
“What can I do for you, Marcia?”
“I need to know when you are going to be back.”
“I don’t think you need to know that at all.”
“I’m putting off important campaign duties at the request of your boss. I think I deserve to know when you’ll be here to take over my security.”
“Listen to me, Marcia. I never agreed to anything like that. We’ve offered you an alternative solution more than once. I can’t help it if you keep turning us down. I’ve said multiple times now that I am not the one to handle your personal security. That’s not what I do. I’ve never been in charge of such a thing. You’re at greater risk if I’m out there with you.”
“If it weren’t for you I wouldn’t have survived in that cafe.”
I said nothing. The only response that came to mind was that I wouldn’t have let her go to the cafe. That would only solidify her position.
“Jack, if you ever tell anyone I said this, I’ll deny it. But I’m scared for my life. Every time I step outside, I brace for a bullet to tear my head off. I study every face that passes. I don’t even trust my closest associates anymore. This has been going on so long, I don’t feel safe anymore.”
Her words influenced me. I had to remind myself that she put herself in her current position.
“You knew the risks when you started taking down corrupt officials. Did you think their associates would roll over and die?”
She forced a laugh. “You think this is over a few bad cops and politicians?”
I said nothing. I heard a door open in the background, close to Marcia. A woman said something. Marcia replied, but she must’ve had her hand over the mouthpiece.
“Jack, I have to go. Please don’t tell Sasha I called.”
“OK.”
“And please consider this. OK? I’ll call you later.”
The line disconnected. I dialed Sasha’s number.
“Are you ready?” she said.
“Not quite,” I said. “Funeral’s in a few hours. I have some things to take care of afterward. Maybe tonight. Probably tomorrow.”
“Everything OK there?”
“It’s a mess down here, Sasha. But that’s everywhere I go it seems.”
She had no response.
“I just got a call from Marcia Stanton.”
There was a long pause. Sasha spoke slowly. “Why? What did she want?”
“Me to hurry up and get home.”
“I told her to let me handle you.”
“I need you to level with me. What is it that you aren’t telling me about Marcia?”
“I’m not following.”
“Sasha, this woman has at least three groups targeting her. And that’s what you’re aware of. From what she told me, she’s not scared of anyone we know about. I mentioned corrupt politicians and cops, and she laughed. She’s not afraid of them getting to her. There’s a reason she wants me close by, but she won’t tell me what it is. There’s something else at work here. I’ve got a ton on my mind, and it’s making it difficult to piece this together. Can you dig a little deeper for me and find out who the hell else she pissed off?”
Sasha sighed. “We’ve been through it a couple times already, Jack.” She paused a beat. “There’s nothing under the surface.”
“I get the feeling you’re withholding something. Before I go holding hands on a walk through the park with her, I want to know who the hell has me in their sights.”
I hung up without waiting for Sasha’s response. My phone lit up ten seconds later. I left it buzzing on the counter and walked out with my coffee. The floor transitioned from cool tile to plush carpet. I cut through the living room, past the couch I had slept on, and went out back.
A wooden deck stretched twenty feet into the yard. It was at least forty feet wide. I dragged a seat to the far edge. The sun crested over the house and hit the back of my head. It was still cool out, and the humidity hadn’t started its steep climb. The rains the night before had left the ground wet. Water drops clung to blades of grass and sparkled in the morning light.
I finished my coffee and remained outside for another fifteen minutes. I felt like a sitting duck out there, surrounded by woods on three sides. Maybe it wasn’t safe. I didn’t care. In fact, I closed my eyes for five minutes and dumped everything cluttering my head.
Finally, I left the serenity of the porch and the sun and the sparkling grass and went back inside. My phone beeped from the kitchen. I left it there and went upstairs. I needed a suit to wear to the funeral.
Sean’s room looked the same as it did the night before. Clothes and linens covered the floor. I stepped around them and went into Sean’s closet. I found a dark blue suit, white button up shirt, and a conservative blue tie hanging in his closet. I didn’t need to try them on first. They’d fit. The shoes would be a different story. Sean’s feet had always been a size and a half smaller than mine. I would have no choice but to curl my toes, or wear the beat up pair I owned.
I chose comfort.
I showered, shaved and got dressed. Unsure whether or not I’d return to the house, I grabbed a pair of khaki shorts and a pull-over shirt off the floor. They smelled clean. I headed downstairs and back to the kitchen. My phone continued to beep. I ignored it. I needed a boost. A second cup of coffee did the trick. After I drained the mug, I was ready to face the day.
 



Chapter 30
Leon’s cell phone buzzed inside the center console. He grabbed it and double-checked the incoming number. Blocked. Considering only one person blocked their number when calling, and that same person was the only one with this number, he answered.
“You’re hot,” Vera said.
Leon cursed under his breath as he glanced at the green sign on his right. It said he had twenty miles until he reached I-95. “I’m close to Fort Lauderdale. Twenty miles or so now.”
“Get off the road. I’ll have someone meet you.”
She hung up. Leon pulled into a shopping center. He drove around back and left the truck behind the Payless. He found a rag in the glove box and used it to wipe down the dash, seat, steering wheel, shifter, and the door handles.
He glanced in the direction he had come from. The back lot was deserted. He turned and walked in the opposite direction.
He tried calling Vera, but there was no answer.
The strip mall stretched on for a half-mile before he found a covered walkway between two sections of a building. It led from the back lot to the front. The walkway was one big puddle. His shoes and socks became soaked. He saw a sporting goods store three doors down. It was early, though, and they might not be open. He jogged along the sidewalk. The sign said he had to wait thirty minutes.
He found a bench nearby. It was in full view of the sun. Leon sat down. He pulled off his shoes and stripped his socks off.
Half an hour later, Leon went into the store, barefoot. He found a pair of Teva’s that were fifty percent off. They were a size too big, but the adjustable straps meant they fit well enough. He made his way to the checkout line. The girl behind the register looked like she’d spent as much time sleeping last night as Leon had. Although, he figured she’d had more fun than he’d had.
He handed her a fifty. She gave him five back. Leon exited the store with a new pair of sandals on his feet.
Outside, he called Vera again. This time he got through. She let him know that she already had his location and a man was on the way to pick him up. He’d be there in fifteen minutes, no later.
Traffic in the strip mall’s parking lot picked up. Every car that drove by increased Leon’s adrenaline level. A cop car came flying down the highway. Leon’s heart nearly stopped. But no one paid any attention to him. Lulled into a state of relaxation, he stretched his arms along the back of the bench. Head leaned back. Eyes closed. The sun beat down on him and warmed his face.
A car pulled up and stopped. The passenger window rolled down. Leon looked at the man in the driver’s seat. He had shoulder length brown hair and a full beard.
“Vera sent me,” the guy said. “Get in.”
Leon hopped up. He looked left and right, taking in the scene along the walkway. The few people out there paid no attention to him. He walked to the car and pulled the door open. His hand went to his pistol.
“You won’t need that in here,” the guy said.
Leon pulled his hand away. He didn’t know this guy. His faith in Vera was the only thing he had to go on.
“All right, man,” he said as he slid into the seat. “No problem. You got a name?”
“Sure do.” The guy grabbed the shifter, slammed it into first and peeled away without saying another word.
 



Chapter 31
I pulled into the hotel parking lot and found a spot close to Sean’s room. His door was open. I couldn’t see inside. My heart skipped a beat. Every possible worst case scenario ran through my mind. They all ended with Sean, Deb, Kelly and Dad dead.
I swung the Suburban’s door open, hopped down and ran to Sean’s room.
Kelly stepped through the doorway, her back to me. My footsteps echoed through the covered walkway. She looked over her shoulder, and said, “He’s here.”
I stopped, pulled in a deep breath and held it.
“Hey, Uncle Jack,” she said.
“Hey, kiddo,” I said as I exhaled. “Your mom and dad inside?”
She nodded. “Grandpa, too.”
I tousled her hair as I passed her on my way toward the door. It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the dimly lit room. Sean stood in the hallway, on the other side of the closet and bathroom door.
He said, “You look good in my suit.”
Deb stepped out of the bathroom, said, “He looks better than you do, Sean.”
“I always have.”
“He takes after his mother,” Dad said. “Sean’s ugly like me.”
Everyone smiled. No one laughed. The gravity of the day pressed down on us all. I wondered if we’d escape it.
We left the room and piled in the Suburban. Deb drove, Dad sat up front with her. Sean and I sat next to each other in the middle row Captain’s chairs. Kelly sat on the bench seat behind us.
I decided to drop the bomb on them.
“I’ve got something to tell you,” I said, reaching for my wallet.
“What is it?” Sean said.
I pulled out a picture of Mia and handed it to him. I watched his expression as he studied the blue-eyed girl with a slight gap between her two top front teeth. She had pale freckles on her nose. Her hair was pulled back. Blond strands hung down on the sides and across her forehead.
“She looks like mom,” Sean said. “What? When?”
“About eight years ago, I guess.”
“Where is she?”
“London.”
He looked at me, looked up, back at me. “Erin?”
I nodded.
“How come you never said anything?”
“I only found out recently. We’re still getting to know one another. Erin and I are on friendly terms, but there’s nothing between us, so I see the kid every other weekend and take her to dinner during the week if I can.”
“So that’s where you’re living now? London?”
I nodded. “For now.”
“I have a cousin?” Kelly said.
“Sure do,” I said. “Her name’s Mia. She’s a little younger than you, but not by much. Maybe you’ll get to meet her soon. Christmas, perhaps.”
“You’re gonna come back for Christmas?” Sean said. “Two visits in one year?”
“I was thinking you guys could come out to visit.”
“What are you doing out there?”
I looked away.
“Right, right,” he said. “Can’t say.”
I looked up at the rear-view mirror. Deb glanced back. She smiled.
“Glad to see you’ve grown up, Jack.”
Dad said nothing. I figured he was off in another world at the moment. I hoped things worked out so that I could introduce him to his granddaughter.
A couple minutes later we reached the small church. It was on the western edge of town and sat on a hill. The cemetery was set off to the side. You could see the gulf from both spots.
A line of people stretched from the front door to the street. We exited the Suburban, made our way to the line. Someone passing by said that the service would be standing room only. I offered to stay back with Kelly so Deb and Sean could go in. I had a past with Jessie. Deb had talked to her weekly, if not daily. She deserved to be in there, and Sean needed to be at her side, supporting her.
People stepped aside and let her go through. Generous, considering.
I stood amazed at the throng of people who showed up to offer their respects to Jessie. Was it the result of living in a small town? Or was it the impact that Jess had on their lives? A little of both, I supposed.
Kelly and I walked around the back of the church. We spotted three cranes. They flew off as we approached. When we reached the front of the church again, three sheriff’s department cruisers pulled in. Skagen got out of one. A guy I didn’t recognize out of another. April was already walking toward me.
She hadn’t pulled her hair back yet. The wind kicked it off her shoulders, and the sunlight shone through from behind, turning brown into gold.
“Get any sleep?” she said.
I shook my head. “You?”
“A bit.” She looked down and smiled at Kelly. “I see I’ve got competition for your attention.”
Kelly giggled. “I’ll be finished with him soon. You can have him then.”
It was a light moment set against a heavy backdrop.
Behind me, Jessie’s lifeless body lay in a casket in the middle of the church. The blood on her body had been washed off. Her wounds had been concealed. Someone would have put her in a pretty dress, did her hair, and covered her face with makeup. All this in the attempt to make it appear as though she were only sleeping peacefully.
Everyone does at the end.
So Kelly, April and I waited off to the side, near the church entrance, for thirty minutes. We hardly spoke. When we did, it was small talk. Neither of us wanted to say anything important with Kelly around.
Skagen and the other guy were positioned near the parking lot exit. I didn’t need April to tell me why. Glenn and those two drunks weren’t getting out.
Most of the line had made it inside. Two dozen people were left on the front steps. The doors had been propped open. The congregation sung in unison, louder than they had all morning.
“That’s the final hymn,” April said. “They’ll be coming out soon.”
The crowd out front stepped down off the steps. The doors were no longer blocked by flesh, unleashing the sound of a couple hundred feet shuffling along the old, weathered hardwood floor of the church. Six men I didn’t recognize held Jessie’s casket, three to a side. Her parents followed behind. A couple kids were with them. I recognized them from the family photos in her house. Glenn followed behind. Matt and Jed were at his side. No reason for them to be so close unless Glenn had expected company.
Matt saw me. He reached out and slapped Jed in the gut. They both walked toward me.
I ignored them for the moment and kept my focus on Glenn. He touched Jessie’s dad on the shoulder, said something, and broke free from the line. Matt and Jed stopped about twenty feet away and waited for him.
“Kelly,” I said. “Go find your parents.”
She ran toward the church, avoiding the oncoming men.
“What the hell are you doing here, Noble?” Glenn said. “I oughta lay you out right here, man.”
I said nothing.
April stepped forward. “Just keep it down, Glenn.” She waved a finger at the other two. “And you two keep back.”
“Get lost, little girl.” Matt headed right for her. “You ain’t fit to be a cop. I don’t recognize your authority.”
April reached for her belt, pulled out a black jack. One flick of her wrist was all it took to drive the club into Matt’s stomach and knock him to the ground. His hollow gasps for air were overruled by a collective gasp from the crowd.
I looked past Glenn and Jed. My dad stared at me. He nodded once, clenched his fist and held it out in front of him.
I stepped in between April and the men. They’d killed Jessie. I knew they’d have no issues attacking April.
The crowd shifted like an amoeba. Sean stepped away from the group and headed toward me. He bulldozed his way between Glenn and Jed. The latter tumbled to the side and stuck one hand in the dirt to keep from face planting.
“Just in case you guys think about doing something stupid,” Sean said.
Glenn held his hands out in front of him. Reason escaped his mouth. “Jack, this is my wife’s funeral. Why are you doing this?”
“You know why, Glenn. We know what you did.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he said.
“I’ve got a witness that puts you and your fat goons at the house the night Jessie died. He heard two shots. They woke him up. When he got to the window, you’d already taken off.”
Glenn shook his head. “Nah, man. We were gone two hours before they figured it happened.”
I stepped forward. “Yeah, where were you then? You got someone who can back it up besides these idiots?”
Glenn said nothing. Jed looked at him, lifted an eyebrow and shrugged. Glenn shook his head. Matt was still on the ground, on all fours. He’d got his wind back, but his face was still dark red.
“That’s what I thought,” I said. “You got nothing, because the only thing you were doing was putting distance between yourself and the murder scene.”
A murmur rose from the crowd.
“I didn’t kill her, Jack.” Glenn threw up his hands and turned around.
“Just tell him,” Jed said.
Glenn took a deep breath. He turned around. His left hand was on his hip. The right covered his eyes. When he spoke, it was slightly louder than a whistle.
“We were at my girlfriend’s house, OK? She had a couple of her cousins there, up from Tampa, for these two numb nuts. She’s got…” He dropped his head back and shook it. “Christ, how do I say this? She’s got video, man. It’s all timestamped, too. But the contents of it can’t get out.”
I held up a hand. I didn’t need to hear anymore to know where that was going.
“It doesn’t matter what you want,” April said. “If you want to be cleared in this investigation, we’ll need to see it. And wherever it goes from there isn’t up to me.”
“You’re a piece of trash, Glenn,” I said. “She gave you two kids, and this is how you repay her? And how convenient you’re out of the house and on tape during that time? Even if you weren’t there, I’m betting we can make a case you arranged it.”
“Me?” Glenn took a step forward. He was about my height, but he had a good forty pounds on me. While his friends were fat, Glenn wasn’t. It would be an even match if it came to blows. “Listen up. I know she’s been talking to you the past couple of years, Jack. I walked in on her plenty of times and she dropped the phone, or shuffled some papers, or closed whatever it was she was looking at on the computer. No matter how many times I caught her and asked what she was doing, she never told me. Always had some excuse. But I saw past that, man. I saw the lies on her face. She went away with the kids not too long ago. I tore the house upside down. Found all kinds of documents with your name on them. Places and times to meet. That explained some of her business trips for that garbage makeup she sold. You two coordinated it all behind my back.”
“What’s he talking about, Jack?” April said.
“I don’t have a clue,” I said. “Glenn, the last time I talked to Jessie was spring of 2002. I saw her for a minute at my mother’s funeral, and that was from twenty feet away. She smiled, I waved, then she patted her stomach and grabbed your arm and walked away.”
Glenn’s cheeks turned red. “Man, don’t lie to me. I’m serious, Jack.”
At the same time I was trying to diffuse the situation with Glenn, I was also trying to make sense of the fact that he supposedly found papers with my name on them in Jessie’s possession.
“Kos,” he said.
“What?”
He spat on the ground in between us. “About six months ago, Jessie told me she was in the running for a trip to Greece. Never said much about it later, only occasionally. Keep it fresh in my head, I guess. But I found a paper that had your name and Kos on it, written in all caps. K. O. S. That’s the code for their airport there. It’s near some resort. Didn’t take much to put that one together. You were going to meet and spend a week together there.”
“I spent some time in Greece not too long ago, but nowhere near Kos. And you’re wrong, the airport code is KGS.”
He said nothing.
“Glenn, I need you to put aside what you think happened. Now reach past the beer and the fast food and dig into your memory for me. Did it say KGS, or KOS?”
“What does it matter?” He held his arms up. “I caught you.”
“You stupid hick. Where’s this paper now?”
“At the house. I made a copy of that one. The lawyer I spoke to said I should do that, since some of the stuff went missing.”
“What do you mean missing?”
He didn’t respond.
“I need to see that paper.”
Glenn shook his head.
April said, “I can get a warrant.”
Glenn said, “Up yours, Noble. You ain’t getting inside my house again.”
“Let it go, man,” I said. “Your wife wasn’t murdered.”
“Then who’s that in the casket.”
“Listen to me, Glenn. She wasn’t murdered. She was executed.”
 



Chapter 32
“You really made a mess up there in Crystal River,” the guy said.
Leon counted the mailboxes as they passed. He spotted one with an owl painted on it. He smiled. He had the same one at home. When his son got home from school this afternoon, he would open it up and get the mail. Leon appreciated that. Saved him the trip outside.
“I did what she told me to do,” Leon said. “In fact, I cleaned up a mess. No one’s gonna get anything from that murder scene now.”
“But you killed a cop,” the guy said.
“What else was I supposed to do?” He shifted in his seat and faced the man. “What would you have done?”
The guy glanced over, smiled. “I would have killed the cop.”
Leon pointed at himself and then the guy. “See, you and me, we’re the same. I’m surprised I never met you before. You do hits, too? Thought I met most everyone.”
The guy nodded. “I’m the same as you. There are a few more of us. We’re never supposed to be in the same place at the same time. Something really went wrong if we are.”
“What’s your name, man?”
The guy said nothing. He slowed the car down and turned onto a driveway. It curved behind tall hedges and led to a white garage door. The man pulled the keys from the ignition and got out.
Leon glanced around. The house was nice, big. The yard looked spacious and unnaturally green. This guy had it better than he did. Did that mean he was better? Or had he been around longer?
Leon hopped out and headed for the front door.
“Not that way,” the guy said. “Follow me.”
Leon followed the man around the side of the house.
“Still can’t get over that mess you made up there,” the guy said.
“Ah, come on. One cop. When things go bad, we gotta do what we gotta do. Right?”
“Yeah, I agree, but you put yourself in a position where you might have been spotted by your mark.”
“Who, Jack? Man, that’s what I wanted to say to Vera. She had me out there as a spotter. I ain’t cut out for that. You know what I’m saying. You’d be pissed if you’d been asked to do what I had to. Right?”
The guy nodded, and said, “Through the garage.”
“That ain’t never happened to you before?”
“It has.”
“The cop or having to spot for yourself?”
“Both, maybe.”
“Why won’t you tell me your name?”
“I never tell anyone my name.”
Leon looked back at him. “But you said we’re equals. Doesn’t that count for something?”
“I guess it doesn’t really matter if you know it. My name is Alessandro.”
Leon nodded, smiled, opened the door and stepped into the garage.
“Although,” Alessandro said, “if you hadn’t been spotted, I wouldn’t have told you.”
The ground crinkled underneath Leon’s feet. He looked down. He stood on a blue tarp. The door closed. The garage went dark. His arm lurched into motion, but couldn’t get to his gun fast enough. He heard a tinny sound.
It was the last thing he ever heard.
***
Alessandro stepped over the dead man and folded the end of the tarp across the corpse. He didn’t need to check vitals beforehand. The hole in the back of the Leon’s head was enough confirmation. He wrapped the man in the tarp, then strung together heavy-duty zip ties to secure the bundle.
His panting was the only sound in the empty garage. He pulled out his phone and placed a call.
“It’s done, V.”
“Thank you. Leave the body in the garage and the car in the driveway. There’s a blue Impala out back. The keys are in the glove box. The code for the door is nine-four-four-eight-two. I want you to drive to Tampa. Call me when you get there.”
Alessandro hung up. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. He took two deep drags while looking down at the tarp surrounding his victim. Had he ever come this close to his employer terminating him? Sure, he’d had a couple snafus in his time. Who didn’t? The only thing he could figure was that this Jack guy had to be more dangerous than Leon, and maybe even more dangerous than himself.
And more important than any of his previous targets.
One thing was for sure. Alessandro couldn’t make the same mistake Leon had.
 



Chapter 33
People pointed. They gasped. They cursed at us. Even tried to block our path as we led Glenn toward April’s cruiser.
“Back off,” Glenn called out. Matt and Jed stepped in and helped keep the rowdier attendees at bay.
It was odd, to say the least, working together with them after a lifetime of dislike and disrespect.
April switched on her lights and we raced through town toward Glenn’s house. On the way he described the documents he had seen. He explained that on the surface they seemed like nothing more than itineraries and meeting notes. But he never liked the names that appeared. Especially mine. His suspicions developed a few years ago after the first time he saw a correspondence to me. Of course, only Jack showed up. When I pressed him, he couldn’t produce a last name.
He assumed.
“If my name appeared, what else did the documents say?” I said.
He shrugged and glanced away. “I really can’t remember. Maybe it had a city name or something.”
“You remember which city?”
“Nah. What does it matter anyway?”
“Sometimes a word isn’t just a word, Glenn. Sometimes it means something else.”
He made a noise, but said nothing.
“Anybody ever call and hang up, say they had the wrong number? Did you ever see anyone suspicious outside your house? Ever answer the door and the person said they had the wrong house after asking for a random person?”
Glenn looked at me. He leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. His eyes narrowed. He wagged his right index finger.
“You know, I remember seeing a black sedan out there recently. Never seemed like anyone was in it. I figured one of the neighbors had family in town or something. But it showed up kinda regular, like a few times a week for a while there. The phone calls thing, yeah, I mean, we’d get a lot of calls asking for some random name. Who doesn’t? I always supposed someone had wrote our number on a few bathroom stalls.”
Glenn smiled for a second. I didn’t.
What the hell had Jessie gotten herself into?
April barely touched the brake as she made the turn into the neighborhood. I had to hold onto the handle on the ceiling keep from sliding out of my seat and into hers. She stopped in front of the house.
I stepped out into a cloud of smoke. The burned rubber stunk like a paper factory. I ran up the driveway. I heard Glenn’s heavy footsteps not far behind my own. April’s joined his a second or two later. I ripped the police tape off the two columns on either side of the porch entrance. Glenn pushed past me. He pulled out a key and stuck it in the door.
The smell knocked all three of us back. We coughed and gagged before adjusting.
“What the hell is that?” Glenn said.
“Bleach and ammonia,” I said.
He pulled his undershirt up and over his nose. “That’ll kill you, won’t it?”
I nodded. “Let’s go.”
He led me down the hall to a spare bedroom. It looked more like a closet with a window that provided a view to the front yard and the street. They had a computer set up next to the window. Whoever sat in the chair could swing to their left and look. Presumably, they set it there so they could watch the kids playing outside while Glenn or Jessie worked on the PC.
Or they were like the old man across the street and liked to stare through a couple glass panes all day long.
I made a note to run the black sedan by the old guy. Perhaps he’d noticed it during one of his stake outs. Reports of aliens aside, the guy pegged Craig’s killer as far as I was concerned.
Glenn squeezed past me. He sat down. The chair groaned under his weight. Dust rose and trickled through the sunbeams that filtered through the cracks in the blinds. He placed his arms on armrests wrapped in neon green duct tape.
I scanned the contents of a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. Mostly fiction, a combination of romance and mysteries. There were a few non-fiction books on disaster preparedness, Special Forces training, and wilderness survival. Next to the bookcase there were three framed paintings on the wall. One was of a mallard. Another of the gulf at sunset. The third was a family portrait done in charcoal.
“What the hell?” Glenn said.
I looked over my shoulder. Glenn had his arms raised. His mouth dropped open. He shook his head.
“What is it?” I said.
“There’s nothing on this hard drive,” he said.
“What?”
“Look.”
I took a few steps and stopped behind him. I grabbed the back of the chair and leaned over. He might have cleaned up for the funeral, but he still stunk.
I focused on the computer. The operating system had started up, but it was as if it had been given a clean slate. The programs directory was empty. So were all the document folders. He pulled up the second hard drive. It was blank.
“When was the last time you used the PC?” I said.
“Couple days before Jessie was killed.”
It was the first time I’d heard him use the word killed.
“You mentioned files,” I said. “I assume paper files. Where are they?”
He spun in his chair. I moved out of the way. He pulled open a drawer in a wooden file cabinet behind me.
“The hell?” he said.
“What?” I said.
“It’s all gone. Look. Nothing’s in there.”
My patience started to wear. I had a feeling that Glenn had purposefully led us astray so that the real killer could get away. I glanced toward the doorway. April stood in the hall. She lifted an eyebrow and made a gesture with her hand toward the front of the house. I shook my head.
“Glenn?” I said.
“Wait a minute.” He straightened up. “I know.” He got up and walked past me, past April, down the hall and into his room.
We followed.
He pulled clothes out of a drawer and tossed them onto the floor. Had he done the same at Sean’s house? I pushed the thought aside. That didn’t matter at the moment.
“Here.” He held up a piece of paper. It had vertical and horizontal creases through the middle of the page. Didn’t seem to affect anything though.
I walked over and snatched it from him. On the top I saw my first name. Below that were forty letters and numbers, evenly spaced, and in some kind of random order. None of it made sense. It had to be a code of some kind. There were two inches of space below the jumbled code. At the bottom, written in big letters I saw what Glenn had referred to earlier.
KOS
“What’s it mean?” April said.
I looked up. They both stared at me. I cleared my throat.
“Kill on sight.”
 



Chapter 34
We stood in Glenn’s stuffy bedroom in a triangle formation, elbow to elbow. I held the paper in my hand. Flat, so everyone could see.
“Jack,” April said. “Who would want to kill you on sight?”
I said nothing.
“What the hell are you into, man?” Glenn’s cheeks turned red. I could see him piecing together an imaginary puzzle. “What did you get my Jessie into?”
I squared up to the man in case he tried something. “Glenn, I told you the truth earlier. I haven’t had any contact with Jessie since ’02. Whatever this is about, she got herself into it.”
“So, what is it?” April said.
“To figure that out, we need to break this code.”
“Can you do that?”
“No,” I said. “But I know people who can.”
“Why’d they kill Jessie if you’re the KOS guy?” Glenn said.
“Good question. Just because my name is on that page doesn’t mean I was the target. You don’t know when she wrote all of this down. The code could have been from months ago. KOS added a week ago. My name three days ago. Just the fact they are on opposite ends of the page adds doubt.”
The three of us remained silent for a minute. The circular hum of the fan filled the void. Cold air hit my forehead. I looked up and saw a vent overhead.
April spoke first. “Glenn, is there anything else you can tell us?”
“There was more than this. I wish I’d have…” He backed up and sat down on the edge of his bed. It looked like he was about to have a breakdown.
I looked at April and shrugged. Picking up on the fact that I didn’t intend to comfort the guy, she walked over to him and placed one hand on his shoulder.
“If you think of anything else, you call me,” she said.
He said nothing. He didn’t look at us. We left him in the room and made our way to the front door.
“You buy this?” April said.
I nodded, said nothing.
“You live in a world where something like this is possible?”
I nodded again. That was as much as she needed to know. Bad things happen to people when they get involved in my world. It was best I leave her out of it.
We walked toward her cruiser, which idled in the street. I saw Fults on his porch. He leaned against the front railing. He had a flask in one hand, a cigarette in the other.
“Let’s go have a talk with the neighborhood watch,” I said.
We crossed the street and cut across the man’s unkempt lawn. He staggered back and found a mildewed white plastic chair to park himself in.
“Sheriff,” he said.
She said, “Mr. Fults, we have a couple questions for you.”
“Sure,” he said.
“Did you see a black sedan out here recently?” I said. “Parked in the street a couple days at a time?”
“Oh, yeah, sure did. Thought it kind of strange. It’d be there for a few days, then disappear. Come back again for a few hours, leave. Sat out there for a week one time.”
“How long had this been going on?” April said.
“Couple months, at least,” he said.
“Ever see anyone get in or out of it?” I said.
He looked up toward the ceiling. “You know, can’t say that I did. It was just…there.”
“Thanks, Mr. Fults.”
I stepped off the porch and headed across the street. April stayed behind, presumably to ask additional questions. I had no need to hear anything else.
Glenn stood next to April’s cruiser. I stopped a few feet short of him. He said nothing.
I said, “Sorry about, Jessie, Glenn.”
“Thank you.” He paused, glanced up at the sky, rubbed his face, then looked me in the eye. “I’m always gonna believe this is your fault, Jack. Somehow, someway, you led her into this. Whether directly, or by her trying to find you. She must’ve stumbled upon something way over her head.”
Unwittingly, Glenn had given me a direction to follow.
“Just make me one promise,” he said.
“What’s that?”
“I know you’re into some special forces, mercenary crap. It’s a running joke with some of us that went to school together, played football, you know.”
I nodded, said nothing.
“You find this bastard who killed her, and you torture the hell out of him. Don’t let him die right away. Take your time. Make him suffer. Cut him up part by part.”
Though I had no plans to torture her killer, I felt obligated to Jessie to do something. Eleven years ago, I almost got her killed by showing up at her doorstep in the middle of the night. Something happened after that. I don’t know what, though. She picked up a trail, or someone picked up hers. She fell into the trap that so many do. It’s something that no one else in their life knows about. Ultimately, they have to do what they’re told to keep those they love alive. In the end it leads to their own death.
Glenn walked back to his front door.
“You want a ride?” I called out.
April walked up behind me. “What?”
Glenn came back to the car. “Sure.”
I looked back at April. “Least we can do.”
We took our places in the car. Halfway between Glenn’s house and the church, my cell phone rang. I pulled it out and checked the number.
Marcia.
“Pull over,” I said.
April slammed on the brakes. The car fishtailed. She got it under control and veered onto the dirt and gravel shoulder.
I stepped out into a cloud of dust, answered the phone.
“You need to get out of there now, Jack,” Marcia said.
“What?”
“You’re in danger.”
“We chased the danger off last night. He killed a cop, not me. I doubt he’s—“
“Shut up and listen to me, Jack. You have no idea what’s going on. The web is huge and you’re flying right toward the middle of it. Before you know it, it’s going to close around you.”
I paused a beat. “If you know what’s going on down here, then tell me.”
She said nothing.
Neither did I. It was a game of chicken, and I wasn’t about to swerve first.
After a minute, she spoke. “Call Sasha, tell her to get the flight ready. Also tell her that you’ve decided to work for me. She’ll bring an extra car and you and I can leave without her.”
“Why should I do this?”
“I have the answers you’re looking for.”
“Then why won’t you tell me now.”
“I can’t, Jack. I need to see you first. Once I do, I can tell you what happened to Jessie.”
The line went silent. I lifted my hand in the air and then flung it down. Somehow I managed to keep the phone in my grasp. I decided to call Sasha before my mind began processing Marcia’s words.
“Jack?” she said.
“I’m ready,” I said. “Where do I need to go?”
“I’ve got a jet waiting at a private airport north of Tampa. How soon can you get there?”
“Probably forty minutes.”
“OK. They’ll be ready. I’ll message you the address.”
“Sasha?”
“Yes?”
“I’m going to do it. I’m taking over security for Marcia. Bring her with you. Have an extra car waiting at the airport.”
“You got it.”
We hung up. I placed one more call before getting back in the car. April leaned across my seat and tapped on her watch. I held up one finger.
My brother answered on the second ring.
“Sean, listen to me. You need to get out of town. Far out of town. Take Deb, Kelly and Dad and go.”
“What? Why?”
“Just do it.”
“Where should we go?”
“Drive to Texas for all I care. Get out of town. Don’t use your cell phone. Don’t let anyone know where you’ve gone. Don’t even tell them that you’ve left.”
“I’ve got a practice to run, Jack.”
“Dammit, Sean. Do it. Now.”
He paused, said, “OK,” and then hung up.
I got in the car. My skin was flushed. I didn’t notice the air conditioning at first. “I need you to take me to Tampa.”
“Why?” April said.
“I can’t say.”
She hit the gas, pulled away from the shoulder and drove to the church. We let Glenn out next to the parking lot entrance. The crowd gathered near the back of the graveyard, presumably waiting for him. I didn’t see Sean or his family or the Suburban. He’d taken off already. I hoped he heeded my warning and stayed away from his house.
April turned on her lights and did ninety down the highway. She only used her sirens in spots where traffic cluttered the road. The closer we got to Tampa, the more often she needed to use them.
Sasha texted me the address along the way. I plugged it into the car’s GPS. It would only require a couple turns to reach our destination.
We were silent for the majority of the drive. April had questions for me. I had questions in general. Neither of us voiced our concerns.
It took twenty-five minutes to reach the private airport. It was easy to find the jet. Every other plane we saw was a single prop. April stopped the cruiser a hundred feet away. I didn’t move. We didn’t speak. The cold air pelted our faces.
Two minutes passed. April broke the silence. She shifted in her seat. Said, “Will you ever come back?”
“Probably not.”
She turned her head toward the windshield. “Can I come visit you?”
“That’s not a good idea.”
“Why?”
“My life is complicated. Take those things that you thought about me, and multiply them by one hundred. It’s not so much that I’m in danger most of the time, rather than those around me are. I can watch out for myself. But I have to live a detached life. Everyone close to me ends up in trouble. Sometimes dead. I can’t do that anymore. I can’t do that to you.” I reached out and placed my hand around the back of her head. “I’ve got this little girl back in London, and I struggle with it every day. I want to see her more, but I know I shouldn’t see her at all. It’s not her fault that things are this way, so I give in because I don’t want her to grow up believing that she did something to drive me away.”
April said nothing. Tear tracks ran the length of her cheeks.
“There’s no record of her and I having any kind of connection. Our visits are secret. I’ve got friends that help with that. I’m starting to wonder if that’s good enough, though. If I ever piss them off, who knows what will happen? Look, I know this sounds like an excuse to you. This visit, it is what it is, but you shouldn’t risk your life to explore it further. I won’t risk your life, that’s for sure.”
She opened her mouth, closed it, and turned away. “Just go, Jack.”
My hand slid down her neck, along her shoulder and settled on her arm. She pulled it away. I hesitated a moment, then tugged on the door handle and stepped out. Before walking away, I leaned inside.
“I’m sorry.”
 



Chapter 35
I swung the door shut. April shifted into drive and hit the gas. She pulled away before I could think to tell her to stop. She exited onto the highway and drove off. I watched her go until I could no longer see her car.
I could have handled the situation better. All she wanted to hear was that I’d return. We might’ve kissed, hugged, said goodbye. It would have been me dealing with the reality of the situation. Instead, I put it off on her.
“Are you Jack?”
I turned around. The man standing a few yards away from me was bald, short and skinny. His legs looked like toothpicks sticking out from his shorts. He couldn’t have weighed much over a buck forty, if that.
“Sir?” he said.
I nodded, said nothing.
“Baggage?”
“Just what I carry on the inside.”
He gave me a funny look, shrugged and turned. “Let’s go.”
I followed him onto the jet. He had a hitch to his walk, as if one of his legs was artificial. I knew it wasn’t. A bad hip injury at one time, I presumed. The jet was smaller than the last, and not as nice inside. The seating was standard. Nothing custom about it.
“Sit anywhere you’d like,” he said. “We’ll be taking off in twenty minutes. You need anything?”
“A drink.”
“Soda?”
“Alcohol.”
“Nervous flyer?” He smiled and nodded.
“No, just thirsty and tired and not wanting to waste any mental energy on this flight.”
His smile faded. “I’ll be right back.”
The far right seat in the last aisle had an open space in front of it. I sat there, and stretched my legs out in front of me. While not as comfortable or appealing as the couch on my last flight, the seat had plenty of cushion. I might not even need my drink to fall asleep.
Before the thought could settle in, the small man emerged from the narrow hall carrying a cup and five mini-bottles of rum. “This enough?”
I reached out and took them. “I know where to find you if I need more.”
He stood there, and for a moment shuffled between his left and right foot. Was he nervous? Did he need to use the toilet?
I avoided his stare and focused on emptying two of the mini-bottles into the cold plastic cup. The ice cubes had holes that ran through the center. The brown fluid washed over and through them. I downed the first cup in two gulps. The spiced rum burned my throat. I didn’t cough.
The guy backed up, turned and walked toward the front of the plane.
He had too much nervous energy. I didn’t like it. I set the bottles on the seat next to me, stood, pulled the M40 from my waistband. I still wore Sean’s suit. Everything happened so fast I didn’t have time to change. The shorts and shirt I had brought were in his Suburban.
I had finished the fifth bottle by the time the plane taxied. My eyes were closed when we lifted off the runway. And I was asleep before the pilot leveled out.
 



Chapter 36
Alessandro pulled into the parking lot of a deli named Cool Cuts. He saw a small car parked near the front door. Inside, a woman stood on one side of the counter, and a teenage kid wearing an apron was on the other side.
He parked in the middle of the lot, facing the entrance, and then called Vera.
“Are you in Tampa?” she said.
“About twenty miles north,” he said.
“Have you ever heard of a man named Noble?”
Alessandro thought for a minute. “Sounds familiar, but I have no recollection of ever having met him. What’s his background?”
“Marines, loaned out to the CIA. After that he worked for a government agency you’ve probably never heard of. He left abruptly and went into business for himself. He had a partner for a while, but that’s irrelevant. More recently, he did some work in London with British Intelligence.”
Alessandro caught a flash in the rear-view mirror. He angled his head to get a better view. The front door had opened. The woman emerged carrying a white plastic bag. She stepped out from under the awning and shielded her eyes from the sun with her hand. She walked to her car, got in and pulled away from the parking spot. He looked over his shoulder. The kid in the store was out of sight.
He said, “So what’s any of that got do with me?”
Vera cleared her throat. “You know not to ask questions like that.”
“You had me take out one of your best guys today. Now I’m taking my second trip to Crystal River in less than a week. What the hell is going on here? If there was more, why’d I leave instead of finishing up?”
“He messed up.” She paused. He said nothing. She added, “And you’re the best I have. You left because the job was done. Then it wasn’t. I didn’t want to put you in the same place days after completing your task. I thought Leon could get the job done. Apparently, I was wrong.”
He had been able to surmise everything she said on his own. There was more to this, and he wanted those details.
“Look, Vera, you know I’m a good soldier, and I don’t make waves. But this time, I need to know what’s going on.”
She said nothing. If it weren’t for her breathing, he’d have thought she’d put the phone down and walked away.
“Don’t freeze me out.”
“Listen to me. I can have done to you what you did to Leon. If this goes down successfully, then I’ll consider bringing you in on what happened. But for now, you would be wise to do what you’re told, when you’re told, like the soldier I hired you to be.”
“Sure thing.” Alessandro ended the call. He squeezed the phone. He knew when he signed up that there was no way out. Even if he could track down Vera and kill her, there was someone behind her. He had no idea who. He had no idea who ultimately employed him, or who she reported to. The calls came from her. The money was deposited into any number of bank accounts, which changed regularly.
He had to do what he was told, like when he killed that unarmed woman, or he would end up like that poor sap, Leon.
 



Chapter 37
The jet rolled to a stop in an area lit up by huge lights fixed to the top of tall poles. I stood at the top of the metal staircase that had been wheeled up to the side of the plane. Sasha stood at the bottom. She had a smile on her face. It did little to hide the concerned look in her eyes. Behind her, almost identical Audis sat parked side by side. I assumed the black one had been brought for me. Through the semi-tinted front windshield, I made out the shape of Marcia in the passenger seat.
“How was your flight?” Sasha said.
“I slept. Guess that makes it good.” My feet hit the pavement. I took two steps toward her. “Now tell me what’s going on here.”
She shrugged. “You saw how she is. She won’t—”
“Not her,” I said. “Nothing has come up about me? No one knew I went to the States?”
She turned and gestured for me to follow. Once we reached her car, she said, “All I can tell you is that we came across credible intelligence that indicated your life was in danger.”
I decided against telling her Marcia had said the same thing. “What kind of evidence?”
“Someone was in town to kill you,” she said.
“I already knew that. He got someone else. Best we can tell, he fled.”
She said nothing.
“Where did this tip come from?”
“I can’t say.”
“It’s my life on the line, Sasha. You need to tell me.”
“I can’t say, because I don’t know, Jack. It was anonymous. But when I put my resources to work, they confirmed it.”
My comfort level shifted to the negative. We were in a wide-open space. At least two people in London knew where I was. How many more knew?
“Why didn’t you come right out and say it?” I said.
“Would you have wanted me to? Besides, we found out after they fled.”
I didn’t get the feeling that the women were sharing information. Marcia had stated that the man who fled was not the danger.
“Anything we can do to follow up on this?” I said.
“Like what?”
“You’re the one that works in Intelligence, Sasha. You tell me.”
She looked away. Her cheeks turned red.
I held up my hands. “I’m on edge.”
“I understand, Jack. And I need you to realize that I’m doing everything I can to get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, you’ve got a new responsibility, one that you agreed to. So get in that car and do whatever Marcia Stanton tells you to do.”
“Anything she says?”
“Within reason.” The tension drained from her face. She smiled, reached out and touched my cheek. “Be careful. Check in with me in the morning before you guys leave.”
“OK.”
I took a step back. Sasha pulled her door open and slipped behind the wheel. I turned, rounded the front of the car she’d brought for me and got inside.
Marcia stared through the windshield, toward the jet. She didn’t acknowledge me at first. I wondered what went through her mind. I started the car and followed Sasha’s taillights. She’d lead me toward the city.
After a few minutes of silence, Marcia said, “I live about twenty minutes from here.”
I nodded, said nothing.
“They provided this car. It’s not mine. We’ll talk more at my place.”
The car could be bugged. Someone could be listening to our conversation. She was smart not to say anything important.
I drove on through light nighttime traffic. Traffic lights worked against us. We were stopped at half of them. We drove along Whitechapel. She told me to turn right onto Commercial Street. I kept going straight.
“What are you doing?” she said. “I live back there.”
“You’re under my care now,” I said. “That means I’m taking you to a place where I know that I’m safe.”
“Your apartment?”
I said nothing.
“You think that place is going to be safe? Sasha and her team probably have an army of bugs in there.”
I still said nothing.
“Jack, don’t be stupid.”
I pulled into a deserted lot and stopped the car. I flung my door open and got out. Marcia hesitated, then did the same.
“We’re not going anywhere they know about,” I said. “Got it? Not your place, not mine. I’ve got a little house on the other side of the city. It’s rented in a false name. I paid a year up front in cash.”
She protested, but once it became clear that I wasn’t turning around, she gave up. We took our seats and passed through the city. I picked up the M4 and drove to West Drayton. A few minutes later, I parked behind an apartment building.
“Let’s go,” I said.
Once outside, she said, “You know the car’s being tracked.”
“Yup, that’s why we’re getting in a different vehicle and then going to my place.”
She caught up to me. “Are you always this paranoid?”
“The day I stop is the day I die.” I pointed at a white sedan. “There it is.”
I got back on the M4 and drove west another ten miles to the far end of Slough. The streetlights in the neighborhood were few and far between. My house had a wooded lot. It was almost impossible to see the front door from the street. I pulled into the driveway and parked in front of the garage.
Marcia followed me up to the front door. I had installed an electronic lock when I moved in. I blocked the pad and punched in the code. I swung the door open for the first time in two months. Stale air escaped and surrounded us. I entered first. She followed.
Marcia glanced around the barren great room. “Not much for looking at in here.”
“I’m never here. It’s a backup option. That’s all.”
“How long are you planning on keeping me here?”
“We’ll start with tonight and see where it goes.”
She looked like she wanted to argue with me. Instead she took a seat at the dining table.
I went into the kitchen. A small white fridge with a chrome handle stood next to the stove. I opened the door, grabbed two bottles of water. I placed a bottle in front of Marcia, and took a seat opposite her.
“You said my life was in danger,” I said. “You said the web was closing in on me. Care to elaborate now?”
She brought the bottle to her mouth and tilted her head back. She swallowed, then licked her red lips. Her lipstick coated the rim of the bottle.
“I’m not who you think I am,” she said.
“I could say the same,” I said.
She smiled, looked down at her hands. Her fingernails were long. They matched her lipstick. She drummed them against the table in a slow, steady motion, starting with her pinky finger.
“You’re Jack Noble. You were born in Crystal River, Florida. You grew up there. Your mother is deceased, your father is still living. You have one brother. His name is Sean. He has a wife, Deborah, and a daughter, Kelly. There are no aunts, uncles, cousins, or anything like that. You had a sister. She was four years older than you, two years older than Sean. She died at the age of sixteen.”
I looked away. No one knew about Molly, not even my closest friends. She’d been abducted. I witnessed it. Did nothing when it happened. Paralyzed by fear. It was the last time something like that happened to me. Four days later they found her in the woods. Someone had bound her hands and legs together, and slit her throat. I let the rest of the details deteriorate over time.
Marcia continued. “You entered the Marines at the age of eighteen, although it wasn’t long before they realized you were special. A co-op with the CIA followed. You did things in the States that the CIA wasn’t allowed to do. Then you went to Europe for a few months. Then the world changed in September, 2001. You and your partner Riley were sent to Iraq before most anyone else. Information gatherers, right?”
“More like henchmen who guarded front doors.”
“The program you were in was dubbed a success by some, a failure by others. Some wanted to shut it down. Someone else didn’t. That someone was high ranking and he got greedy. You confronted General Keller head on. The evidence you gathered did you no good, though. Nothing ever came of it. Keller stepped down in time. You moved on.”
“How do you know all this?”
She took another drink from her bottle. A trickle slipped past the corner of her mouth and ran down her chin. She wiped her face with the back of her wrist.
“You pulled some strings and got out of the Marines. After what had happened, no one protested. They thought it would keep you quiet. And it did. You were scooped up by another organization. It was no accident that the SIS came calling, Jack. Only, they were pushed into action almost too late. In fact, if they hadn’t managed to delay Jessie’s flight, she would have reached you before Frank Skinner did. Then what would have happened?”
I slid my right hand off the table and wrapped it around my pistol.
She continued. “You did plenty in your time with the SIS. But, in the end, it wasn’t for you. Your true calling came to fruition when you set out on your own. Right?”
I said nothing.
“The thing is, Jack, you still flirted with the pretty girls whenever they called. You took job after job. It didn’t seem to matter who called. You’d do a job for one guy, and then turn around and kill him if someone else paid you enough money. You took the calls from the SIS, and other organizations. You did work for your friends in London. The French called on you from time to time.”
I slid my hand from my pistol to my pocket and retrieved the paper from Jessie’s house.
“I appreciate the history lesson, Marcia. But what does any of this have to do with right now?”
She pushed back in her chair, rose and turned. Her black pants hugged her curves. She walked across the room. Her footsteps echoed against the wall. She stopped, appeared to stare at the wall. Her hands were clasped behind her back. She tugged on her fingers one by one.
I leaned back and waited for her to continue.
“What did you learn in Florida, Jack?”
Was now the right time to present my evidence?
“I’m not sure what you mean, Marcia.”
She turned around. Her lips were pursed. She swung her arms forward, grabbed her right wrist with her left hand, let them fall to her waist. She was a powerful woman on the inside and outside. She knew how to present it and appear intimidating without being threatening. I dwelled on what she had said earlier.
“I’m not who you think I am.”
She said, “Did you find out anything about your friend?”
I said, “We’ve been talking a lot about me. Let’s hear about you.”
She shook her head. “In time. Just go along with this, please. It is relevant.”
“She didn’t kill herself. At first, I thought it was her husband and his brother and brother’s friend. The evidence I uncovered suggests otherwise.”
Marcia walked back to the table. She pulled out the seat next to me. She placed her hand on my forearm. “You can do better than that, Jack.”
“Why should I?”
She said nothing. She looked serious, apprehensive, frightened even. Up close and under the lighting I saw the faint traces of crow’s feet extending from the corners of her eyes. Shallow lines spread across her forehead. They did nothing to detract from her beauty. I refocused and answered her question.
“OK, here’s how it went down. I suspected her husband and his brother. There had always been bad blood between us. It seemed natural. He had an alibi, apparently solid. He accused me of having a long distance affair with Jessie.”
“Had you?”
“I last saw her over ten years ago, after the Keller affair. It sounded like you already knew that.”
“OK, continue.”
“Glenn, her husband, had evidence. He showed it to me. To him, it indicated secret rendezvous and things like that. To me, it was a hit list, and my name was on it.”
She didn’t seem surprised. “Was there anything else?”
“It was all gone. I assume whoever took her out, stole or destroyed everything. Hell, she might have been expecting them and had it all in a folder. Maybe she knew they were coming and destroyed it herself.”
She placed one elbow on the table and propped it under her jaw. “Can you describe the evidence you saw?”
“I can do better than that.”
I tossed the folded paper onto the table. She grabbed it and opened it up. Her eyes scanned left to right, focusing on the code.
“What do you make of that?” I said.
She said nothing.
“Any idea who has me on a kill on sight list?”
She still said nothing. Her lips moved as she went over the jumbled mess of letters and numbers on the page. She looked up at me.
I waited for her to say something.
She glanced down at the page again. Her lips moved some more. I couldn’t make out the words she formed. She finished, and looked up at me again.
“Jack, have you ever heard of FATF?”
“Yeah, sure,” I said automatically. “On second thought, no.”
“FATF is a special task force within the OECD. Have you heard of them?”
“Yeah, it’s an international organization that has something to do with economic policy, right?”
She nodded. “Close enough. The FATF task force deals with money laundering on a global scale. This is big due to terrorism, and there is a large focus on Africa right now. Those groups are the primary target.”
“OK. What’s that have to do with me?”
She glanced down at the paper. “Was this all there was?”
“We searched the office. The drawers were empty. Their PC had been wiped. Like I said, whoever was sent to take out Jessie did a nice job of cleaning the place, or she did it first.”
She held up the paper. “This is all written in the same hand, but I’d venture to say it was at the very least days apart. You can see the ink is different. The code is in black, and your name is in dark blue.”
“What’s the code say?”
She rose and paced around the table. “It talks about the FATF and a target. It has nothing to do with you. At least, not as far as I can tell.”
“Who’s the target?”
“I can’t tell that part, unfortunately. It doesn’t match with the rest of the message.”
“What?”
“Code within the code.”
“Marcia, how were you able to tell what that paper says?”
She stopped, placed her hands on the table and leaned forward. “Before my foray into law, I worked in MI5, undercover.”
“How come Sasha hasn’t mentioned this to me?”
“She doesn’t know. Our paths never crossed. I was never on the payroll under my name.”
“You left about five years ago?”
She nodded.
“Why?”
“My cover was blown.”
“How?”
“I was exposed during an investigation of Jessie Staley.”
 



Chapter 38
Hearing Jessie’s name knocked me back. I brought both hands to the top of my head. For a moment, I forgot how to breathe. Hearing her husband’s accusations was one thing. Seeing the paper with my name on it, another. A woman who claimed to be a secret agent for Britain’s counter-intelligence agency telling me that she investigated Jessie felt earth shattering.
“What were you investigating her for?” I said.
“It was so long ago, Jack, I can’t remember all the details.”
“It was your last case. I’m sure you remember some of it.”
She took a seat next to me again. “Your evidence against Keller was destroyed all those years ago.”
I nodded.
“Jessie did that.”
I nodded again.
“Do you know why?”
“They threatened her parents.”
“Yes. And what does a bully do when they know threats work?”
I looked away. “They keep making them.”
“Correct.”
“Who?” I said.
She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, Jack.”
“Don’t tell me it doesn’t matter. They killed her, and judging by that paper, they want me dead, too.”
“You’re not the only one,” she said. “I’m a loose end.”
“When this happened, did they get your name, or your cover?”
“Cover, but it is obvious that someone recognized me.”
I studied her for a moment. “So, these attacks that are happening, the reason you wanted me around, was because you aren’t dealing with thugs. These are professional killers? Why are you out in the streets every day? Why are you running for public office? Why not run off and hide?”
“They can find me anywhere. Don’t you get it? They’ll get to me one way or another. I’m going to go out on my own terms.”
I thought through what she had said. Part of me refused to believe it. It wasn’t possible.
“Tell me what you know about Jessie’s role in all of this,” I said.
“I knew about Jessie’s death before you did. I received an anonymous call. That’s why I pressed for you to join me. I knew they were close.”
“Tell me what you know about what she was involved in.”
“She was used as a runner. When something had to be transported, she was called. I’m talking about very sensitive documents, Jack. They stopped using electronic communications because we caught too much of it.”
“How would she transport them? They wouldn’t risk giving her a folder, would they?”
“Often it’s in the form of a chip. They’ll implant it in the flesh.”
I thought back to the morgue. She had a recent cut on her arm about an inch long.
Marcia pushed the sheet in front of me. “Other times they’d memorize it.”
I studied her face. She was unwavering.
“I spoke to her several times during my investigation years ago. We encountered each other. She put on a tough front, but I could tell she was scared. She opened up to me. That’s how I know about the threats to her family. They never let up. They threatened her kids, who were babies at the time.”
“How’d you get busted?”
“I let my guard down.”
I waited for her to continue. She didn’t.
“All that stuff you know about me, is that from being in MI5?”
She nodded, said nothing.
“So you don’t know anything recent?”
“No, not really.”
I pushed my chair back and rose. She stared up at me. I walked past her, toward the front door.
“I’m going out for a bit. You can take the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.”
I stepped outside. After a few days of oppressive humidity, I welcomed the cool night air. I walked down the driveway. The trees rose up into the sky and blocked the streetlight two houses down. I reached the curb and turned right.
My mind raced from one thought to the next. The revelation about the extent of Jessie’s activities came as a partial shock. I saw it coming, even if I’d tried to avoid it. She gave up our evidence against Keller. They had her from that moment on.
Who, though? What did they have her do? How often? Where did I fit into this? If Marcia was right, and my name had been added to that paper after the fact, why had it come up?
I looked up at the clear sky. “I wish you could talk to me, Jess.”
She couldn’t, though. And for all I knew, the clues had been there and I’d missed them.
I continued along the street. A dog barked from behind a chain link fence. My thoughts turned to April for the first time since I’d left. I wondered if she knew anything about this. That was doubtful. Perhaps Deb did, though. She and Jessie had remained tight. Maybe something had slipped over a glass of wine. I pulled out my phone. It was eight o’clock in Florida. They’d still be up.
Sean answered.
“Are you guys OK?” I said.
“We’re all good. We made it up to—”
“Don’t tell me. It’s best I don’t know.”
“What’s going on, Jack?”
“Is Deb around?”
“Sure, but can you tell me first?”
“No.” I paused. “Sorry, I just can’t yet. I’m not sure.”
“OK.” He said something in the background, then Deb came on.
“Jack?”
“Deb, I need you to think back over the last five years. Did Jessie ever say anything to you that indicated she was in danger?”
“With her husband?”
“No, not him, just in general. Did it ever sound like she feared for her life?”
“Her life? No, not that I can think of.”
“When she went away, what did she tell you?”
“She went out of town for sales conferences and on trips she had won. She took me once. We went to Jamaica.”
“Did anything out of the ordinary happen there?”
“Pretty ordinary, Jack. We were well past our party days.”
“OK. Tell Sean I’ll call in the morning.”
I turned and headed back to the house. The same dog barked when I passed his yard. I hoped that a moment of clarity would find me as easily as the dog. It didn’t. I walked up to the front door more confused than when I had left.
I glanced to the side. The bedroom window was lit up. Marcia had found it. I figured she had lain down, so I quietly opened the door.
I heard the sound of her voice. It was muffled. I couldn’t tell what she’d said, but it seemed as if she spoke with an American accent. I stood in the entryway for a moment. The call ended before I could hear anything else.
The bedroom door creaked open. Marcia stepped out. With nothing to change into, she had on the same clothes.
“I didn’t know you were back,” she said.
“Just got here,” I said.
She walked past me.
“I swear I heard an American accent coming out of your room.”
She looked back, smiled and nodded. “I was on the phone with my sister.”
“Your sister?”
“She’s worried about me.”
“And she speaks like she’s from the States?”
Marcia stopped and turned. “My father ran off to the U.S. when I was young. He remarried and had three more children. Anna, the oldest of the three, and I are close. That’s who I was speaking with. She is very American. Even more than you.”
I let it go at that. She got a glass of water from the kitchen, and went back to the room. I lay down on the couch. Despite my nap on the plane, I had no trouble falling asleep.
 



Chapter 39
Alessandro stretched out on the back seat of his car, asleep. His phone woke him. He opened his eyes. The moon hovered high overhead. It looked like a flashlight, a hundred yards away. If he traveled a few hundred yards to the west, he’d see it reflected off the calm gulf waters.
He let the phone ring four times before answering. He contemplated letting it go to voicemail. It wasn’t as if Vera wouldn’t call back until he answered. And she’d be pissed. And a pissed Vera was not ideal for Alessandro’s well-being, so he answered her call.
“The husband knows too much,” she said.
The statement caught him off guard. He’d been prepared to face another man. He expected she would call to relay pertinent information.
“About what?” he said. “He wasn’t there.”
“About something I don’t want him knowing. You’ll have to kill him. But, before you do, you’ll need to find out what his brother knows.”
“So you want me to start with his brother?”
“No, deal with the husband first. Prior to killing him, press him for information on his brother. If we can avoid killing that man, let’s do so. The mess is spreading and I need you to contain it before the leak is out. We’re on the verge of the wrong set of eyes falling upon Crystal River.”
Alessandro glanced up, through the rear window. Thin clouds raced by the moon, hiding portions of it, but never the entire orb. He tried to think of a question to ask Vera that might lead to more information. He disliked being in the middle of something this convoluted without all the facts.
“OK,” he said. “Anyone else?”
“Keep an eye on the sheriff. I don’t know how much she knows. I’ll send you the addresses, including the location of the sheriff’s department.”
Vera ended the call before he could say anything. After a minute, he climbed between the front seats and slid in behind the wheel. He had turned the key in the ignition when his phone buzzed. It was a message from Vera. She wanted him to return to the house first. He plugged the address into the Impala’s navigation unit and pulled onto Suncoast.
The drive took five minutes. He didn’t pass a single car on the way. He pulled into the familiar neighborhood. Judging by the darkened front windows along the street, everyone had already headed to bed. He glanced at the clock on the dash. It was just after eleven p.m.
He spotted the house, drove past it, parked two lots down.
Alessandro hopped the neighbor’s fence and darted across their backyard. He hit the next fence full speed and vaulted over it. He repeated the process once more, then raced to the back of Jessie’s house.
It was dark inside. The air handlers were silent. It didn’t look like anyone was home. He moved to the rear door. It was unlocked. He pushed it open and crept through the house with his sidearm drawn. He cleared the place, room by room, verifying they were all empty.
He called Vera to tell her. She sent him directions to Matt’s house with instructions to neutralize the men only if threatened. He ignored the warning.
No one would know either way.
He bypassed town and arrived at the entrance of a neglected neighborhood twenty minutes later. The place looked run down. The houses were old and in various stages of disrepair. He imagined that half of them were empty or contained squatters.
He cut his headlights off and cruised down the street with his foot off the gas. The dilapidated condition of the neighborhood didn’t bother him. The residents in a place like this weren’t the kind that would talk to cops. It didn’t matter if they witnessed something. They would never admit to it. Alessandro could appreciate that. He might even flip a hundred dollars to anyone he saw outside when he left.
Extra incentive.
He tapped his brake as he passed the house. The front window was lit up. He saw three heads turned toward a wide screen television. Two of the faces were out of view. The one he could see led him to believe the man was stoned. He presumed the others were, too. It was an assumption he’d have to ditch before entering the house. Best to assume they were capable of putting up a good fight.
He pulled to the curb, exited the vehicle, and cut across the lawn to the front door. Alessandro didn’t bother knocking. He reached for the handle and turned it. Not one of the men moved as he stepped into the foyer. He singled out the man most likely to give him trouble. That man would be the first to die. The other two were heavy, stoned, and looked like they’d move slowly. From his position, he could kill all three before one got a hand on him.
“Which of you gentlemen is Glenn?”
The man against the far wall looked at him with a blank expression and said, “I am.”
One of the other guys started to get up.
Alessandro aimed his pistol at the man. “No need to move. I’m only here to see Glenn.”
The guy said, “Well, that’s my brother.”
“If you want him to live, you best get back in your seat.”
The guy held out his hands and lowered himself onto the couch. The three of them breathed heavily and erratically. Their panic levels were high. If they all tried to make a move, it would be uncoordinated. It would play into Alessandro’s hand.
The men didn’t move. This was going to be too easy. He fought to keep a smile at bay.
Then he shot Glenn in the head.
The suppressor affixed to the end of his pistol drowned out most of the noise. It sounded like a pellet hitting a tin can. He spun, fired another shot before either of the two men reacted. It hit the guy to Alessandro’s right in the head. He slumped over the arm of the couch.
The third man moved quickly. It surprised Alessandro. He fired before he aimed. The shot missed. The big guy lunged for him. Alessandro threaded one arm through the guy’s arm as he sprawled backward. The man flung his free arm. It connected with Alessandro’s hand, dislodged the pistol. He heard it hit the floor and skate across the room. He was unable to get a visual on its position.
The big guy threw another punch. It connected on Alessandro’s side. One of his ribs cracked. He fought through the pain, wincing, and delivered an uppercut to the man’s down turned face. The guy screamed, then gurgled. Without seeing the damage, Alessandro assumed he’d broken the man’s nose.
So he hit him there again. And again.
The big guy dropped to his knees. Alessandro kicked him in the solar plexus. The man wavered, but didn’t fall. Alessandro kicked him twice more. Once in the gut. Once in the throat. Finally, the man fell to the side.
Alessandro crossed the room, picked up his pistol and walked back toward the man. The big guy struggled to breathe. His face was dark red. Alessandro stepped forward. The man tried to move his arms, couldn’t.
Alessandro spat on him, then pulled the trigger four times.
So much for information gathering.
 



Chapter 40
I opened my eyes, tilted my head back and glanced at the back door. No light penetrated the sheer curtain that covered the windows. I considered going back to sleep. I knew that would be a losing cause. I lifted my cell phone, checked the time.
Five a.m.
I lay there for a moment, stared at the ceiling, listened. The house was still, quiet. Marcia slept. Or had left. I could deal with either.
The events of the previous day flooded my mind. I had plenty to catch up on, so I kicked my legs over the edge of the sofa. They found the floor. My knees and ankles popped as I rose. I lifted my arms over my head. My shoulders and elbows had the same reaction as the lower half of my body. A cool draft ran through the room. It felt good against my bare arms, legs and chest.
I went into the kitchen. The tile floor felt twenty degrees cooler than the air surrounding me. I grabbed a protein drink out of the fridge. I lifted the lid to the garbage can to throw away the cap. The sheet of paper with my name and the code and the letters KOS sat atop a used paper plate and two empty bottles of water. I pulled the document out and carried it into the other room. My pants were folded on the floor. I grabbed them and stuffed the paper into one of the pockets.
I tried to assume that the document had been placed in the trash by accident. But a feeling gnawed at me. It left me doubting that conclusion. I’d figure out a way to casually bring it up to Marcia. Her reaction would tell me whether she did it on purpose.
The only shower in the house was located in the bedroom. I decided against disturbing Marcia. She could sleep for another hour or so. I went back into the kitchen. A twenty-year-old coffee maker sat on the counter top. It worked. The coffee it brewed was strong in strength, taste, and effect. That was all that mattered. If Marcia was anything like me, the smell of it would be enough to wake her up within the next ten minutes.
The coffee dripped through a filter made from recycled paper. Drop by drop the pot filled, and I felt sleepier. I let it finish brewing before pouring a cup, though. When it was finally ready, I bypassed the cream and sugar, and took my tall mug of black coffee out back.
Through the trees, I watched the sky turn from blue to red to orange and back to a new shade of blue. It looked new, crisp, fresh. The sun climbed higher over the next few minutes. Bright light found its way through clustered leaves. Birds piped up. The air warmed. The breeze remained cool.
I had my cell phone in my lap. I glanced down at it as it buzzed against my thigh. The call came from Florida. I dragged my finger across the screen and answered it.
“Glenn, Matt and Jed were murdered.” April sounded winded. It was past midnight there. Presumably, she hadn’t slept much. And the sleep she had managed might have been beer-induced.
“Are you at the scene?” I said.
“I’m leaving my house now.”
I pictured her brushing the tabby cat to the side and slipping through the front door. I doubted she put on her uniform. Maybe she had on blue jeans and a tank top, her sheriff’s shirt draped over her shoulder. There wasn’t time to worry about being in the proper attire when on the way to a triple-homicide.
“What do you know?” I said.
“Nothing, yet. A neighbor called in to nine-one-one after she saw a man fleeing the scene. She was on her porch, across the street. Said she saw the guy enter the house. She thinks she saw him in the living room. They had their blinds open, like last time.”
“OK.”
“The guy executed them. She heard what she described as bolts dropped into a coffee tin. That’s all I got right now. I’ll find out more after I secure the scene.”
A triple homicide was not something an amateur would likely pull off. A pro did this. And he might still be close.
“Don’t go over there alone,” I said. “Got it?”
The phone thumped and clanked. A pause followed. “Sorry,” she said. “Dropped it putting on my shirt.”
The tattoo flashed in my mind. I brushed it aside. “April, make sure you have at least one, preferably two deputies with you.”
“I will.” She paused a beat. “What do you make of this?”
I made plenty of it. Three men were executed after one of them revealed that he found a cache of government secrets. Even though he hadn’t a clue what he looked at, I was sure that got him killed. April and I weren’t the only ones he told. Now someone was cleaning up a mess. They started with Jessie. Then April’s deputy Craig got in the way and paid for it. I was in the middle of it all. Without me there, who else would they go after?
April?
Sean and his family?
I said, “It’s too soon for me to speculate, April. Call me when you get to the house. Make sure you message me pictures of the crime scene.”
We hung up. I downed my coffee and went back inside. I had a change of clothes in the bedroom. The door remained closed. I still had on the pants and undershirt I borrowed from Sean the day before.
For five minutes I paced the room. My footsteps grew louder with each pass. The square trek did little to clear my mind. I had no great insights. Things grew more muddled.
Marcia still didn’t wake.
I stepped out back, called Sasha. I filled her in on the new developments. She told me she’d dedicate as many resources as she could, when she could.
I went back inside. Marcia stood in the middle of the living room. She watched me enter.
“Is everything OK, Jack?”
“No.”
“What happened?”
“Something bad.”
“Care to elaborate?”
I shook my head, went in the kitchen.
She followed me. “Jack—”
“Why did you throw away that paper?”
“What paper?”
“The one I brought back from Florida.”
“I didn’t throw it away, Jack.”
“I found it in the trash this morning.”
She looked at the garbage can, then back at me. Her eyes were wide. She held her hands out. “I…I must have done it by accident when I tossed my plate and the empty water bottles away. Why would I get rid of that? We might need it to figure out what is going on.”
Her eyes were unwavering. Her lips didn’t tremble. She stuttered once, but that was it.
I said, “You told me on the phone that you knew who was targeting me.”
She took a step back, folded her arms over her chest. She glanced toward the window over the sink. A tall hedge blocked most of the view.
I said, “If that were true, you would have said something by now. Right?”
She had no reply.
“Why’d you tell me that when you clearly don’t know?”
“All I know is that something is going on, Jack. I had to get you back here. I knew if I told you that, you’d reach the conclusion that while you were there, others weren’t safe, and you’d come back.” She leaned toward me. Pointed at herself. “It was a gamble, but I was right.”
I reached into my pocket and grabbed the paper. I realized at that moment I’d left my pistol in the other room. It wasn’t a good feeling.
“Was this all fabricated, Marcia? The whole money laundering angle you brought up last night?”
She shook her head, reached for the paper. I pulled it back. She said, “That’s the truth, Jack. I don’t know who the target is, and I’m not even sure if that matters now. This could be months old. It’s just something that was in her possession that proves she was still being used. The thing that concerns me is that piece of paper appears to be the only thing left.”
I debated whether I should tell her the reason it had survived. Glenn had kept it in a drawer. Jessie didn’t know about it, neither did her killer. Whichever of them destroyed the remaining documents had no idea the one in my possession existed.
In the end, I said nothing to Marcia about it.
“Jack, please tell me what’s going on.”
“Who says something is going on?”
“I can see it in your face, your actions, your reactions. You are overly stressed. I know enough about you to realize that doesn’t occur very often.”
In truth, it happened more than it should. Sometimes I wondered how I was still alive.
She said, “Please, Jack. Level with me.”
“Jessie’s husband Glenn, his brother Matt, and their friend Jed were murdered last night.”
 



Chapter 41
Alessandro messaged a confirmation to Vera. The hit had been successful. He fled the neighborhood, and best he could tell, no one had noticed he’d been there. At the same time, he assumed someone had seen him. Every job, that was how he operated. It kept him from doing something stupid afterward. That was how men in his position got caught, and subsequently killed. They got drunk, bragged to a bunch of guys at a bar. Or maybe he took home a stripper and let her in on his dirty secret. Or perhaps, still intoxicated from the kill, he killed again.
He had never done that.
But this time he had to.
Now he stood at the end of a quiet street, positioned behind the Impala. The trunk lid was open. A single light bulb provided enough light for him to see the contents of the trunk clearly. He removed the spare tire and pulled out the bag containing the jack. Vera had told him to look in it. So he did. He lifted an eyebrow at the contents of it. He closed the bag and brought it with him, placing it cautiously on the passenger seat. He considered strapping the seat belt over it. That’d be overkill, he told himself.
He received a text from her at that moment. It contained a one line address, number and street. Nothing else. He plugged it into the Impala’s navigation system. A computerized voice spat directions back at him.
Pretty simple. Only a couple turns and a few miles to drive.
Alessandro drove to the end of the dark residential street. He made a right and headed further away from town. Everything was dark. Houses, businesses, streetlights even. The town and surrounding areas shut down in the middle of the night. He couldn’t imagine how people lived like this. He would go crazy.
The navigation system said he was close. It counted down from a quarter-mile, five hundred feet, one hundred feet, turn left. He did so, and pulled into the mostly empty parking lot of a senior care facility. The entrance was in the center of the long building. Two wings extended out on either side. All of the lights were off, except for a desk light beyond the front doors. A woman sat behind the broad counter. She glanced up, her gaze meeting the headlights that shone in on her.
Alessandro took a deep breath. He’d killed plenty during his time on the job. At the very least monthly. Often weekly. Sometimes daily. He liked that the best. Continuity, he’d learned at a seminar one time, was the key to success.
He leaned over, grabbed the bag on the seat, reached inside, pulled out the explosive device and remote.
The woman stood.
Alessandro cut his headlights, leaving the parking lights on. He exited the Impala and walked up to the door. He kept his left hand behind his back, hiding the explosive. The sliding doors didn’t move for him. He knocked against the glass with the knuckles of his right hand.
The woman approached. She looked concerned. She had on pink scrubs and white tennis shoes. Her black hair was pulled back tight. She looked to be early forties. A wedding ring adorned her left ring finger. She probably had kids. Worked here part-time to bring a little extra money home each month while they slept, safe at home.
He did his best to appear panicked. He bit his lip, shook his hand, shuffled from right to left and back again.
“What is it?” she called out to him from behind the glass doors.
“My father,” he said. “He called me. He thinks he’s dying.”
She looked over her shoulder.
“Please,” he said.
She puffed out her cheeks and blew the air through her lips. “OK.” She reached out and grabbed something. The lock, he presumed. Her forearm turned. He heard a click. She stuck the fingers of both hands into the crack between the doors and slid them open manually.
“What’s his name?” the woman said.
Alessandro didn’t answer. He threw a quick punch at the woman’s face. Her head snapped back. She dropped in place. He walked over her still body. The hallways were empty. Were any other workers there? He placed the explosive behind the desk. The woman rolled over on the floor. She crawled toward the door. He ran to her, grabbed her by her hair and dragged her to the desk. She flailed her arms and kicked with her legs. She tried to scream, but it sounded like her throat was clogged with her own fluids. He pressed her against the desk, hit her twice in the head and let her fall to the ground.
Alessandro didn’t stay around long enough for anyone to come to her aid. Amid the whirring and beeping of machines hidden in rooms beyond the hallway entrances, he fled through the open double doors. He didn’t bother to shut them. Waste of time, he figured. He got in the car, backed up, turned toward the road. He hit the highway and pressed the button on the remote, setting off the explosive.
He watched the rearview mirror. After a five second delay, a fireball erupted in the center of the building. He assumed that was only the beginning. A facility like that had oxygen tanks. He wondered what else? Additional explosions ripped through the building, sending another fireball into the air. He stopped a mile down the road. The flames rose high. The smoke higher. It’d be several minutes before a fire truck responded.
By then it would be too late.
 



Chapter 42
Marcia seemed panicked. She insisted that we leave the house. I didn’t object. Whoever did this could possibly have the resources to track me down in London. Or track Sean and his family down wherever they went.
“I don’t like this, Jack.” She stepped backward, out of the kitchen. “How did they know? What else do they know?”
I had the same questions. Perhaps Glenn had said something. But to who? As far as I knew, the man who killed Craig had fled. It wasn’t as if Crystal River was the type of place someone could hide out for weeks on end. Everyone knew everyone. A strange face did not go unnoticed. If you murdered someone there, it’d be stupid to return.
For the moment, I had to work under the assumption that Glenn knew more than he let on. Matt and Jed were meat shields and too stupid to have anything to do with it. They were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Killing all three was an aggressive move.
I’d have done the same thing.
“Whoever’s responsible is over there,” I said. “Thousands of miles away.”
She shook her head. “You think they don’t have connections here? Didn’t you listen to me last night? This has something to do with me, Jack. These people are everywhere.”
“You keep telling me that, Marcia. But you’re not telling me everything. What are you hiding?”
She turned and took a few steps away. Her head dropped back. Her hair cascaded down to her waistline. She wrapped her arms around her chest. I saw her fingertips curl around her triceps.
“Jessie was terminated. We had contact in the past. It had been some time. I can only assume she still had information. Perhaps someone was trying to get her to come out, reveal me for who I was.” She paused, then turned around. “Who I am. The threats I’ve received, Jack, they say they’ll out me. That will ruin my chances of a political career.”
“Why kill her then? If she’s dead, she can’t help their case.”
Marcia nodded. Her eyes glazed over. She steadied a quivering lip. “What I said is what I hope is happening. They know who I am, my past, what I did. They know she was connected to me. They killed her. She’s not the first. I don’t think she’ll be the last. They are trying to erase every connection to me. They want to terminate me and everyone I ever came into contact with while undercover.”
“Why?”
She shrugged, shook her head. “Any number of reasons. Take your pick. I know too much about things that happened, the corruption behind the scenes. I could use my position in government to bring them down.”
“Who is ‘them’?”
“It’s a collective them, Jack.”
On the one hand it made sense. On the other, it sounded like a story made up with the intent of pulling wool over my eyes. I didn’t have the luxury of time to debate it.
“Did you ever meet Glenn?” I said.
She shook her head. “Like you said, he stumbled onto something. It cost him his life. I would assume that the man who killed the cop discovered this. He had to lay low for a day or two, then he returned to finish the job.”
It made sense. Loose ends were all around. Time to clip and burn them off.
Her expression changed from scared to steeled. “We need to get out of this house, Jack.”
“You’re right,” I said. “And I need to go back to Florida.”
“What are you going to do there?”
“Put an end to this.”
“How? You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”
I walked up to her. “Do you?”
She didn’t move, budge, or respond.
I leaned in. Our eyes were inches from each other. “If you know something, then you better tell me now.”
“I don’t know for sure, Jack.” She blinked, stepped back. “You’ll be dealing with people who operate outside of the law, but with backing from certain high ranking officials.”
“That’s nothing new for me, Marcia.” She had described the last decade of my life. My phone rang again. “I need to get this.”
She turned away and went to the bedroom.
I answered the call. It was April, and she sounded frantic. I hurried to the back door and stepped outside.
“April, calm down.” The sun hovered over the trees. Bright rays stabbed at my eyes. “What happened? Are you at the murder scene?”
She took several breaths. They started ragged, then calmed down.
“I’m at the scene. It’s bad. Blood everywhere. All three of them are dead. There was a struggle with Matt. In the end, two of them took a bullet to the head. Matt took several.”
I pictured the scene. The guy hadn’t hesitated in doing his job. He misjudged the men, though, and it nearly cost him.
“Don’t tamper with anything,” I said. “If there was a struggle, some of that blood could belong to the shooter.”
“Jack, wait. Listen to me.” She paused. Someone said something to her. She responded to them, then came back on the line. “We just received a call from dispatch. There’s no easy way to say this.”
“Then say it.” I braced for the news that Sean, Deb, Kelly and Dad had been found murdered.
“Someone blew up your father’s retirement home.”
I nearly dropped the phone. Marcia had said I was in danger, but backtracked on the statement. I told Sean to get his family and Dad out of the state because of what she had said to me. If she hadn’t made it seem like the end of my life was imminent, I might not have taken that step.
“He wasn’t there,” I said. “He left with Sean.”
“Oh, thank God.” The words were breathy, part of a long, deep exhale.
“April, I need to make some calls. You keep me posted. I’ll be in touch soon.”
“OK.”
We held the line for a moment.
“Jack?” she said.
“What?” I said.
“I love you.”
I hesitated. “No, April. You love an image of me. I’ve told you. I’m not that man.”
She started to say something else, but I ended the call before she got the second word out. Perhaps there was something between us. Or maybe, there was something to end. Either way, that required the appropriate time. This wasn’t it.
I placed a call to Sasha. She answered on the first ring.
“Where the hell are you two?” she said. “We’ve been by her place and yours and wherever the hell you ditched the car. We found it, but not you two.”
“Don’t worry about that. I need you to get me a jet.”
“Why?”
“Something’s happened. I need to go.”
“Where?”
“Home, Sasha. I’m going home again.”
“Christ, Jack.” She paused, groaned. “How long till you can get to the airport?”
“It’ll take close to an hour.”
“OK, good. That gives me enough time to arrange it.”
“Thank you.” She’d proven time and again I could trust her to come through for me.
“You’re going to owe me big time. I’m talking porterhouse steaks.”
I tried to smile. Couldn’t. I ended the call and went back inside. Marcia stood in the living room. She looked worried.
“Our arrangement is over,” I said.
“What?” she said.
“I’m going to Florida.”
“I’m going with you.”
“Not a chance in hell.” I walked past her.
“Jack, I’ve got the skills and contacts you need for this. I know people here, there, in D.C.”
“So do I.”
“I’ve got something you don’t. I can be something you can’t.”
I stopped, looked back at her. My hand was on the doorknob. All I had to do was turn it and walk out. I’d be done with her. Instead, I said, “What?”
“I’m the best bait you can find. Someone wants me worse than they want you. If I’m there, you’ll get your man.”
I let go of the knob. More than anything, I wanted to find Jessie’s killer and make them suffer. Chances were he was the one wreaking havoc on the rest of town. If I was to believe Marcia’s story, whoever wanted Jessie dead also wanted her dead. A tangled web, she had said. I saw it now.
I was near the center. She was stuck in the middle of it.
“Get your things. We need to head to the airport.”
 



Chapter 43
Vera said, “Go to the sheriff’s office. Kill anyone that enters. Afterward, go to the airport and get on a plane to Boston.”
Alessandro said, “OK.”
 



Chapter 44
I took the M4 to the M25, London Orbital motorway. The entire stretch of motorway spanned one hundred and seventeen miles around the perimeter of the city. I had to drive just under half that distance. I elected to go south. In either direction the drive would take an hour. This kept us moving and not sitting in traffic. I held the speedometer at ninety miles per hour. The trip took just over forty-five minutes. After exiting the motorway, we had to backtrack seven miles to the airport. That took close to twenty minutes.
Sasha met us at the airport. She stood next to her Audi. I pulled up next to her. She glanced at the car, then me.
“Can’t believe you ditched the car I gave you.”
“You found it safe, right?”
She nodded her head.
“I should be the one upset,” I said. “You gave me a car you were tracking.”
“Give me a reason I shouldn’t keep tabs on you.”
I didn’t. “If I don’t make it through this, it won’t matter.” I followed it up with a smile.
She pressed her lips together and looked away.
Marcia exited the vehicle and joined me. She said, “I’m ready whenever you are, Jack.”
“What’s she doing?” Sasha said.
“Coming with me,” I said.
“No way. I’m not letting you drag her along,” Sasha said.
“It’s her choice, not mine.”
“Sasha,” Marcia said. “I have to apologize. There are things you don’t know about me.”
“What are you talking about?” Sasha looked at me. “What is she talking about, Jack?”
I said nothing. It wasn’t my place.
Marcia stepped forward. She said, “Operation Patheos.”
Sasha’s expression didn’t change. The name appeared to mean nothing to her. She glanced at me again. “They’re ready for you guys.”
Marcia walked toward the jet. I stayed behind, waited until the woman neared the stairs.
“I feel like I should go with you,” Sasha said.
“You’ve got too much to do here,” I said. “Did you uncover anything on the threats against her?”
“I’m still working on it. I think I have a few leads. If they come through, this is way more than political corruption and local criminals.”
I looked over her shoulder. Marcia climbed the stairs to the jet. The sky behind the plane was clear. Clouds hovered overhead.
“Do you think it has anything to do with that Operation Patheos?” I said.
“First I’ve ever heard of it.” She paused, looked toward the jet, then back at me. “Do you?”
I nodded. Sasha hadn’t uncovered the woman’s background yet. Letting her figure it out on her own would uncover more than I knew. If I said anything, it would distort her view.
“Do me a favor?” I said.
“What?” she said.
“Send me any information you find. Can you make sure to do that?”
She reached into her purse and pulled out a cell phone. She held it out. “Take this.”
“I have a phone.”
“This is more powerful than that old piece of junk you carry. I’ll be able to relay the data to you on this.”
I took the phone and stuck it in my left pocket. My cell was in the right.
“Fancy pants two days in a row?” She gave me a half-smile.
I forced one in return. “I’m only wearing them so I can give them back to Sean.” We stared at each other for a moment. “Can you arrange for a car?” I added.
She nodded, reached out and grabbed my arm. “Be careful, Jack.”
“Always.”
I jogged toward the jet and boarded. It looked like my first flight. Marcia had claimed the couch. I saw the flight crew, didn’t recognize any of them. We departed soon after I took a seat. A man said it would be close to nine a.m. in Florida when we landed. I didn’t want to be groggy when we touched down, so I did pushups in the aisle every half hour, and paced the length of the cabin.
Every fifteen minutes or so, I checked the phone Sasha had handed to me. If she had found something, she hadn’t sent it yet. I planned to call her for an update the moment we landed. I’d have to get away from Marcia for a few minutes to do so.
The trip took just over five hours. After three Trans-Atlantic flights in a Gulfstream, I never wanted to cross on a commercial flight again. I could sit on the floor surrounded by roaming livestock and be happy about arriving in record time.
Marcia followed me to the exit. Hot, humid air blew in. I stopped, turned and told her I needed to use the restroom. She stepped aside and allowed me to pass.
Inside the cramped bathroom, I checked the phone again. Still no documents. I called Sasha on my cell. She answered right away.
“I can’t get into the file,” she said.
“What do you mean?” I said.
“Security.”
“Don’t you have the highest clearance possible?”
“I do. That’s what’s so frustrating. I’m stuck waiting for an answer now.”
“OK. We’ve landed. Did you arrange a car?”
“There should be a Lincoln out there.”
“No driver this time, right?”
“What?”
“Last time, the car that you had arranged had a driver waiting.”
“It shouldn’t have. The car should have been left for you.”
“It wasn’t. There was a man who insisted on driving.”
She paused. “Someone screwed up, Jack.”
It didn’t sit right, but that was a couple days ago, and I didn’t have time to worry about it now. We ended the call with promises to share information and be careful. I exited the plane. Marcia waited for me by the Lincoln’s passenger side door.
I glanced around the deserted airfield and jogged toward the car. A large hangar lingered in the background. Small single prop planes lined the outer edges of the runway. Anticipation built with every step. I expected a sniper’s rifle to send a sub sonic round through my skull at any moment.
“Get in,” I said to Marcia from twenty feet away.
She opened her door and slid inside. I flinched at the sound of her door slamming shut.
It hit me then what had made me so uncomfortable about the driver. Sasha hadn’t arranged it. Someone else had. Someone else knew that I had left England for Jessie’s funeral.
What if that someone knew I’d returned again?
 



Chapter 45
Alessandro forced his way into the sheriff’s office before the sun came up. They only had a single lock on the front door. Child’s play for him. He took his time down the short, narrow hallway. He stepped past it and saw a large square room. He passed a door on his right. He pushed it open and saw a break room. The door closed and he continued forward. Three cells lined the back wall. Each cell looked to be eight foot square. In front of the cells, there were four desks. The desks were split into two groups, butted front to front, with a five-foot space creating an aisle between them.
At most he’d deal with four cops. Those odds did not favor him. Drop the headcount by one or two and he’d feel better about his chances.
He settled in and waited. Always one to arrive early, he’d been through this many times before. The element of surprise was his greatest asset. It would benefit him once again. The cops, when they entered, would let their guard down. They would be in the safest place they knew of. The station was their home away from home. And they ruled the building.
Light began to filter in through the shaded windows. The room was no longer dark. He’d have to change his approach now. The dark had provided him with cover. The light would force him to act swiftly and decisively. He’d have to change his tactics a bit. He could use one of the desks, but that would put him in a non-optimal position. The wall that separated the room from the hall was an option. But if there were multiple officers, he’d have to count on all of them entering at once.
He knew this was a fatal flaw in his plan. Why had Vera sent him here? It was only going to get him killed.
He called her, but received no answer. He didn’t leave a message.
She wouldn’t have let him out of the job, anyway.
He continued to assess various spots in the room for the advantages and disadvantages they gave him. He ruled out the desks, the wall, the drop ceiling, and the cells. In the end, he settled on the break room.
The best-case scenario involved only one cop. He could think of no second best option. Anytime he had to confront multiple armed individuals, the odds dropped.
Time passed. Six, then seven in the morning. Eight approached. He sat in a chair in front of the cells beside a window. He kept an eye on the street. He could see anyone coming from the right, left, or head on.
Shortly after nine in the morning, three cops in uniform approached the door.
Alessandro rushed to the break room. He closed the door so that it remained open a crack. His gut tightened. He didn’t like the set up. If his first shot missed, he was screwed. They’d have him pinned. He’d go down.
The front door opened and shut several seconds later. Had they all come in? He stood next to the wall, his ear pressed against the break room entrance. He heard their voices. They sounded tired, defeated.
A result of his handiwork. It made him smile.
A desk chair groaned under someone’s weight. A woman said something. A man chuckled. He heard the word coffee.
A hand slapped against the door. Alessandro pressed his back into the cinder block wall. The door swung open, stopping inches from his nose. By the time the door retreated, a man had walked two feet past him. Alessandro crept toward his unwitting target. He reached out with both hands. His left wrapped around the front and grabbed the guy’s stubbled chin. His right grabbed the base of the man’s skull. He pulled them in opposite directions. The guy’s neck snapped, and he fell to the floor.
Alessandro reached down and removed the cop’s Glock from its holster. He walked toward the door, stopped, listened. There was nothing to indicate that the others had heard the sound of their partner dying.
He eased the door open. Two cops, one male, one female, sat at their desks, facing him. They stared down at paperwork. They had pens in their hands, not pistols.
Alessandro whipped the door open. He aimed at the man with his right hand, the woman with his left. He fired off two simultaneous shots.
The man jerked backward, stiffened. Blood trickled from a fresh hole in his forehead. He fell off his seat.
The shot missed the woman. She dove toward the floor. He couldn’t see her through the desks, so he unloaded the Glock he’d taken from the dead cop’s holster. Bullets crashed against the metal frame.
He screamed. So did the woman.
Alessandro had to get out of the break room. There was no exit other than the way he entered. The woman would surely be on the phone, if she wasn’t already, calling for backup. He fired off another shot, and stepped out.
The woman squeezed off a round. Thunder exploded in the room. Intense pain rose through his leg like burning acid. He fell to the ground. Blood pooled around his ankle. She fired again. It missed. He shuffled on the floor toward the cells. A mistake, he realized, but he couldn’t backtrack. The second set of desks provided him some cover.
He pressed his head to the floor and saw the woman. It looked like blood stained her uniform. He stuck his arm out and fired. She screamed in pain.
“Come on out,” he said. “Let’s do this.”
Desk drawers opened as the woman clawed her way up.
Alessandro reached behind himself, grabbed hold of the cell bars and dragged himself to his feet. He couldn’t stand on his injured leg. He used the iron bars to support his weight.
They faced each other.
She leaned against her desk for support. She had blood on her shirt in two spots. He’d hit her in the shoulder and the abdomen. She held her pistol in her left hand. She’d had the pen in her right.
He smiled, knowing he had her.
Alessandro lifted his arm, squeezed the trigger and closes his eyes at the sound of his Glock firing. The sound echoed all around him.
He opened his eyes. The woman stood there, another crimson blossom forming on her thigh. His stomach burned. He looked down. She’d hit him in the gut. He looked up and saw her lift her arm again. He fired another shot. This one hit her in the chest. She collapsed. Alessandro leaned back against the bars. The pain he felt intensified. He glanced down again. She’d hit him in the abdomen a second time.
He knew enough about human anatomy to know that there was little chance he’d survive his wounds. Even if an ambulance drove through the wall at that moment, they’d take their time. He’d killed three cops, and they’d pin the fourth on him.
The weight of his body became too much for his weakened core to handle. He took a shaky breath and slid down the cell bars. The desks blocked his view of the woman. He saw the male cop’s feet, but that was it.
Alessandro closed his eyes and waited for death.
 



Chapter 46
I kept the speedometer fixed at eighty. I didn’t use the cruise control. A steady foot did the trick. How I managed to keep my foot steady, I wasn’t sure.
I’d tried to call April a dozen times. The phone only rang two or three times the first few attempts. I had pictured her diverting my calls to voicemail. I hoped it was because she was busy. I figured it had been because I’d spurned her and left her pissed off. I feared that something had happened to her.
The last few calls rang several times before being sent to her mailbox. It wasn’t her voice on the message, either. A computer generated greeting answered each time.
My nerves built. I’d hit redial, wait, hang up, then check the phone that Sasha had given me. Still nothing from her. I wanted to call her, but didn’t with Marcia sitting next to me.
Marcia appeared to have no reaction to any of this. She kept her eyes forward. I wondered what went through her head.
The minutes flew by. Before I knew it we passed the burned remains of the senior care facility where my father had stayed. There was nothing left. A burning pile of rubble and smoke. A few people gathered nearby. They hugged and consoled one another. Families, I presumed.
This town had never experienced so much killing. Probably not in its entire lifetime. And it all started when I came home. Except for Jessie. But there was no doubt she died because of me.
We passed the abandoned road where Craig had been executed. The Tercel was still there. Yellow police tape had been strung around it, hanging from the trees.
I tried April again. No answer. I called four-one-one, had them connect me to the sheriff’s office. The line was busy.
I saw the entrance to Matt’s neighborhood. Turned right. Saw the purple house that my grandfather had built with his own two hands. I imagined him turning in his grave, again.
Police tape surrounded Matt’s house. April’s car wasn’t there, and neither were her deputies. I didn’t stop. I went to the end of the street and whipped around in the tight cul-de-sac.
“Where are we going?” Marcia said.
“I guess we should go to April’s house,” I said.
“Wasn’t the line to the sheriff’s office busy?”
“Yeah.”
“We should go there.”
I glanced at her, surprised she offered any input. She stared at me. I thought she looked steeled and determined. I nodded and turned toward town.
Downtown Crystal River looked deserted. Typical for a Sunday morning. Though many had been to Jessie’s funeral the day before, they still attended church for Sunday service.
I hopped the curb and parked the car. I left a few feet of space for pedestrians to pass through. I made it halfway to the entrance before Marcia got a foot on the ground. I stopped and turned and waited.
“Sorry,” she said as she kicked off her flats and ran toward me barefoot. She held her purse in her left hand and stuck her right arm out for balance. She might have been undercover at one time, but she’d never had the type of training I’d been through.
I yanked the door open. A cool gust blew toward me. The humid air fought it back. I entered, heard Marcia slap the door and step in behind me. This wasn’t a time for manners.
We stood in the dark hallway. The office was quiet. I caught a trace of nitroglycerin and sawdust in the air. I held one arm out and ushered Marcia behind me.
I crept along the wall, the M40 drawn and in front of me. As I neared the end, I saw a door. It had three splintered bullet holes. I straightened up, looked over my shoulder, mouthed the words, “Wait here.” Then I crouched and stepped around the corner. The area looked clear. I kept the pistol in front of me and sidestepped toward the bullet hole ridden door. I leaned against it. It opened. A man lay on the floor. I didn’t see any blood, but he didn’t appear to be breathing.
Easing back into the room, I heard a cough. I scanned and saw the desk in front of me had been shot up. I saw a man on the floor behind another desk. I went to his side. He’d been shot in the head. His lifeless eyes stared up, focused on nothing.
I heard a heavy sigh, looked back. April lay on the floor behind me.
“Jesus, April,” I said.
If she knew I was there, she didn’t show it. I checked her pulse. It was thready, weak, and slow. Maybe fifteen beats per minute. Whatever her eyes stared at, it was beyond this world. I moved my hand to her face. My fingertips brushed against her soft skin, and warm blood. I closed her eyes as she let out her last breath.
I heard another cough.
“Stay back there, Marcia,” I said.
If whoever else was in there was in the position to do something, it would have happened already. I remained cautious. I stood and walked toward the cells. I saw a man on the floor. A pistol lay next to him. He held both hands over his stomach. Blood trickled between his fingers.
“Why?” I said.
Somehow he managed to smile. I didn’t need an explanation after that.
 



Chapter 47
Sasha stared at the bald man in front of her like he’d stepped on her puppy.
“I’m telling you, Operation Patheos does not exist now, nor did it ever exist. Someone is feeding you a bunch of crap.”
“What do you know about Marcia Stanton? And I’m not talking about the company line. You’re the only one who knows more than I do around here. I want to know what you know.”
He got up and walked around his desk. He stuck his bald head into the hallway and then let his door fall closed. He adjusted the blinds so that no one could see in.
Sasha waited, staring out at the Thames. Two single sculls raced by. One had a full-length lead over the other.
The man sat down. He blocked her view. He cleared his throat, took off his glasses, held them to his mouth, exhaled and cleaned them. He put them back on and stared at her for a moment.
“What I’m going to tell you can’t ever leave the walls of this office. Got that?”
She nodded.
He said, “Prior to five years ago, we have no information about Marcia Stanton. She’s a ghost.”
 



Chapter 48
The man’s eyes shifted to his left. He looked past me. His smile faded. He tried to speak. No words came out.
“Jack, shoot him,” Marcia said.
“He’s dying,” I said. “And after what he did, I’d rather he suffer.”
The man worked his lips open and shut. Blood trickled from the corners of his mouth. His tongue was coated in crimson. “Vera,” the man said.
“Do it now, Jack!” she said.
The man shifted. He winced as he did so. He said, “Th…th…this is Jack? What are you doing with him, Vera?”
He’d regained some of his strength. Adrenaline, presumably. His hand dropped to the side and found his pistol. He didn’t look at me. He kept his focus on her.
“Dammit, Alessandro.”
It was Marcia speaking, but the accent was American. It sounded like what I had heard at my house in England. The voice she claimed was her half-sister’s.
“You couldn’t pull this off successfully,” Marcia said. “And you couldn’t just die.”
I started to turn toward her. I caught a brief flash as I did. Gunfire ripped through the room. Instinctively, I dove toward the wall.
The bullet hit Alessandro in the face. His head jerked back and racked the cell bars. He remained motionless for a beat, then fell to the side. Blood pooled on the floor around his stomach and his head. It crept beneath the cell bars, headed in lines toward a drain in the rear of the room.
I rolled over and got into a crouching position. I rose up an inch, caught sight of her. She was close. She fired. It caught me in the left arm. I fell back again. The phone Sasha had given me vibrated against my thigh. My cell rang in the other pocket.
Marcia appeared in front of me. She aimed the pistol in my direction. I cooled my reaction. My right leg covered the M40.
“Who are you?” I said.
She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, Jack.” She spoke with an American accent. She sounded like she could have grown up on the other side of the state. “Things got messed up beyond repair. This is the only way.”
She lifted the gun. Her eyes watered over. She hesitated. Perhaps she felt some loyalty to me. Maybe she didn’t want it to end this way. She cared.
I didn’t.
I inched my hand over, grabbed the pistol under my leg, hiked it up an inch in her direction and fired. The bullet collided with her shoulder. Her right side jerked back. She didn’t let go of her weapon. She swung her arm forward and fired blind. It hit the wall over my head. Shattered concrete poured down on me like sand.
I aimed and squeezed the trigger. The powerful handgun jerked after the bullet left the chamber. I almost dropped it.
It wouldn’t have mattered if I did. A crimson bloom spread over her heart. She stared at me for a second. Confusion, fear, pain. Life left her eyes before she hit the floor.
I reached into my left pocket with my right hand and grabbed the phone Sasha had given me. There was a text message on it.
“Abort now! She’s not who she says she is!”
I shook my head as I shoved it into the other pocket. I grabbed my cell and pulled it out. Before calling Sasha back, I glanced down at my left arm. The bullet had gone through. There might be some muscle damage, but the bone was intact. It hurt like hell to move my fingers. I’d worry about it soon enough.
Sasha answered before the phone rang once.
“Jack? Oh my God, are you OK?”
“I’m fine.” I was aware I was speaking at close to the volume of a yell. “Marcia, or whatever her name is, is dead. This guy here called her Vera. Maybe you can work with that. I’ve got some other stuff. I’ll fill you in on that later. I need an ambulance first.”
“Are you hurt?”
“Flesh wound. I’ll be all right.”
I dialed emergency services. Then I got up and walked over to April.
She’d stopped breathing. There was no pulse. Judging by the location of her wounds, there was little that could have been done for her had she been inside the hospital when the bullets hit her.
I sat beside her, threaded one hand behind her neck and pulled her close to me. I should have never left. I thought that by doing so, I’d draw the trouble away from Crystal River. In the end, I let someone special die.
The door flung open. Heavy footsteps echoed down the short hallway. I recognized her father as he swung around the partition.
“April,” he said. He looked at me, down at her. “Jack?”
I nodded. He was a shell of the man he used to be.
“What happened?” Tears streamed down his cheeks.
“It was meant for me,” I said.
He stopped in front of us, fell to his knees. His head shook shoulder to shoulder. “This is my fault. This is my karma. She’s paid for my sins.”
I knew what he was talking about, the incident on the water with April’s mother. I let it go. It was between him and his family now.
The medics came in a few minutes later. It didn’t take long for them to figure out everyone but the former sheriff and I were the only ones alive. They led me out of the office, leaving April’s father alone with her corpse. I wanted to look back as we left. I couldn’t, though. There was a part of me that wanted to remember that goofy little girl, with teeth that stuck out too far, and freckles on her nose, asking me to dance with her one more time before I left.
That image was ruined, though. In time I’d replace it with the woman I almost spent a night with.
 



Chapter 49
The ambulance transported me to Clearwater. It was the closest hospital prepared to deal with a gunshot wound. I insisted that it was only a scratch. The paramedics appreciated my bravado, but decided against letting me walk.
Probably for the better. Infections and all.
Sean left Deb, Kelly and Dad behind and met me at the hospital. He’d taken them to Santa Rosa Beach. They’d bought a condo there recently. No one knew about it. Not his office. Not even Dad.
“So the threat’s over?” Sean said.
“Yeah, for you it is.”
“What about you?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know, Sean. My life is…complicated. There’s so much in my past. There are people out there who might never stop trying to find me.”
“So what’ll you do?”
I ignored the question. I didn’t have an answer for it.
The doctor entered the room with my discharge papers. There had been no substantial damage to my arm. The stitches would need to come out in a couple weeks, but that could be done anywhere.
Stares were cast my way as we walked through the hospital. I glanced down. My shirt was half white, half crimson. My arm was bandaged. They wanted to check my head, but I refused. They noted that on the paperwork. Did it matter? Not really.
“Where to?” Sean said when we got inside the Suburban.
“I need a shower and a change of clothes. I suppose the airport after that.”
“Not planning on staying around?”
“I think it’s best that I don’t.”
Thirty minutes later, we approached Crystal River. Sean bypassed the downtown area. He’d heard that the Tampa Bay media had found its way up the coast and they were reporting on all of the recent carnage.
Fifteen minutes later Sean put on a pot of coffee and I was in the shower. The amount of information I had to process was too great to deal with at that moment. The lives that had been taken would haunt me. The worst part of it was that I had no idea what I had done to Marcia, or whatever her name was, to draw her ire. How had she gone from wanting me to protect her, to trying to kill me? Had it been planned from the beginning? Or was it all one big coincidence?
I had a hard time believing that anything in my life could be classified as such.
The water in the shower turned from red to pink to clear over the course of ten minutes. I cut the water, toweled off and put on a pair of Sean’s khaki cargo pants and a t-shirt. Flip-flops completed the ensemble. It’d make me look like a tourist later on, but at least I’d be comfortable on the plane.
Downstairs, we each drank a cup of coffee. I took mine black. Sean added cream and a sugar substitute. I tried to tell him those things were poison. He wouldn’t listen.
After that, we left. He turned onto Suncoast, headed south. We neared town. Sean looked at me.
“Want to go visit mom?”
“Sure.” There were others there, too.
The church lot was empty. Services had ended for the day. We got out of the Suburban and headed toward the graveyard.
“You go ahead, Sean. I’ll catch up.”
He walked one way, and I another. I found Jessie’s freshly dug grave. Hers was the only grave in the row. That’d change soon.
I knelt next to the turned earth.
“Jessie, I don’t know if you’re around or can hear this. If you are, you’re probably laughing because you of all people know I’m the least likely to do something like this. I want to say I’m sorry. I’m sorry for leaving when we were kids. I’m sorry for not sticking it out when things got tough. I’m sorry for dragging you into the Keller situation. I’m sorry for letting you go again. There’s so much I would change if I could go back.”
A breeze blew in from the gulf. It felt cool and tasted salty. I glanced up, out over the water.
“You were one of the most amazing women I ever knew, Jess. I guess I’ll see you around, someday.”
I rose and brushed the grass and dirt off my pants. Sean stood at the other end of the cemetery. I headed his way, walking in between two rows of graves.
We stood next to each other, staring at Mom’s grave.
“When’s the last time you visited her?” he said.
“The day of her funeral,” I said.
He nodded. We both knew he was aware of that.
“Miss her?” he said.
“Of course,” I said.
“What do you miss most?”
“The homemade pizza she used to make. It was better than any of that crap we used to get in Clearwater and Tampa.”
Sean smiled, nodded. “Very true.” We were silent for a moment, then he added, “Want to go visit her?”
I followed his gaze toward Molly’s grave. It had been over a decade since I stood before it. The guilt ate away at me. Not for failing to visit, but for coming up short when she needed me most. I watched the man take her away and did nothing to stop him.
Perhaps Sean read my thoughts, because he said, “It’s not your fault, Jack. It never was. You were twelve for Christ’s sake. What could you have done?”
“I could have stopped him, Sean. I could have taken a knife and plunged it into the guy’s stomach and yanked it up until he split into two.”
Sean took a step back and turned toward me. “Is that why you live the life you do? Is it some kind of way of avenging her death?”
I hadn’t ever thought of it in those terms. I didn’t want to start now. “Come on, let’s go say hi.”
We stood at Molly’s grave for five minutes. Neither of us spoke. I said a lot in my head, though. I recounted my life up to this point, and I asked her to be with me until I returned.
It was a somber walk back to the Suburban. The mood didn’t lighten during the drive to Tampa. I had him stop at a bank in Clearwater. I had a safe deposit box there with an identity I had never used.
When we reached the airport, the path forked in two directions.
“Want me to come in with you?” Sean said.
I pointed toward the drop-off lane. “Go back to your family, Sean.”
He pulled up to the curb and placed the shifter in park.
“Jack, do you think it’s…” He looked up at the ceiling, then back at me. “Safe?”
“Stay out of town for a few days. Hell, a week. If you don’t hear from me by then, go home.”
I opened the door and slid off the leather seat. My feet hit the ground. I took a step away, flicked the door shut, and didn’t look back.
Inside the airport, I used my cell to purchase a plane ticket. I had nothing to check in, so I found my way to the gate, scanned the code on my phone and went through security. I ordered a double espresso at the Starbucks placed at the entrance to the terminal where my flight would later depart from. The girl behind the counter lifted an eyebrow and asked if I was sure. I smiled politely and nodded.
I finished my coffee, then located my gate. I didn’t stop there, instead continuing on until I reached an empty stretch of seats. Using the phone Sasha had given me, I gave her a call.
“Jack,” she said. “I’ve been wondering when you would call.”
“I had a few people to visit before I left town.”
“Oh, are they doing OK?”
“You could say that.”
She said nothing for a moment. Neither did I. We both tried to speak at the same time.
“You go ahead,” I said.
“You’re on a secure line?” she said.
“The phone you gave me.”
“Good enough. OK, where to start? Marcia was not Marcia at all. She wasn’t Vera either. We’re not sure who she really is, or was, yet. She never worked in MI5. We think she might have been CIA at one time. Again, that’s something we’re chasing down. We have our friends over there working on that now.”
“Any idea what this has to do with me?”
“Well, perhaps. We did a lot of digging, tracing her cell phone records. Most of the calls were to me, or other legitimate numbers. But there were a ton of texts and calls that went to a, I don’t know, I guess some kind of server. This server basically squashes the trace. She then rerouted her calls to their destination. That’s how it has been explained to me, at least. I’m guessing those calls went to the guy in the sheriff’s office.”
An old contact of mine had a similar system. He had explained it in a similar fashion.
“OK, makes sense. But that has nothing to do with me.”
“Tell me what she told you, Jack.”
I leaned back. My head touched the window. The glass felt cold. I stared at the plain ceiling and recalled everything I could remember.
“She said she worked undercover. One of her investigations brought her in touch with Jessie. It was around that time her cover was blown. She returned to England, started a law practice, started going after bigwigs and built a name for herself. Politics, so forth, you know that.”
“Right,” Sasha said. “And that’s about the time we pick up on her. Nothing before, though. Obviously, outside of the contacts required, she had the education. Who knows from where, though?”
I took a deep breath, exhaled, said, “So, again, what’s—”
“I know, I know. This is tricky, because I don’t want to worry you too much. There’s a threat, but it’s not enough for us to deem it credible. At least, not anymore.”
“Against me?”
“In a roundabout way, Jack. Your friend, Jessie, she saw Marcia on the tele or in the paper or online, whatever, right? She recognized her and knew that the woman was not who she claimed to be. She saw that as her chance to break free. She reached out, said she could offer the woman up, plus a handful of documents in exchange for whoever controlled her letting her go from their grasp.”
“Does this have something to do with that FATF task force?”
“That’s irrelevant, actually. Your name on that piece of paper wasn’t.”
“Why was it there?”
She sighed. “I hate to say this, but we can’t be one hundred percent sure. That truth behind that died with Jessie and possibly Marcia.”
“So how did Marcia find out about Jessie’s plan to out her?”
“We can only presume the answer to that. Currently, we think that—”
“You think?”
“Yes, we think that whoever Jessie told notified Marcia. It’s very much a possibility that Marcia and that person still worked together.”
“Still? As in this person might be out there?”
“Yes.” Sasha exhaled heavily. “Again, this is all based on presumption.”
“So, what you’re telling me is we don’t know anything.”
“Pretty much.”
“How did this woman fool every intelligence agency out there? Think about it, Sasha. She worked for someone over here and managed to escape from them. She builds a reputation over there, including a top-secret persona within MI5, but prior to five years ago Marcia Stanton didn’t exist.”
Sasha said nothing.
“So either she or the person she still worked with had some high-level contacts or the ability to hack into and manipulate what should be the most encrypted databases in the world.”
“See, lots of presumptions.”
“Am I crazy in saying that this sounds like one huge coincidence? I don’t know, a big web that we were all drawn into somehow? This woman wants Jessie dead. Makes it happen. I go down there. She pieces it together, realizes that I have to go because I’m too close to figuring it out. In the end, it’s me or her.”
“Jack, that’s about as plausible as anything we’ve come up with. Like I said, we’ll continue to work on it. If we come up with something, you’ll be the first to know.”
I said nothing. Someone who could make things happen was out there. They might know my name, and they might have reason to make something happen to me. I studied the faces that passed by. Any one of them could be a murderer. Most people had no idea how close they came to a stone cold killer on a daily basis.
“Anyway,” Sasha said. “I can get you out on a flight this evening. I’ll pick you up and get you back to your flat.”
“I’m not going back,” I said.
“What are you talking about, Jack?”
“I quit.”
“You can’t quit.”
“Then I’m taking leave.”
“You…why?”
“Personal reasons.”
“What about Mia?”
“Erin is understanding. She’ll work something out.”
A voice came over the intercom and announced boarding had commenced for my flight. Since I had a first-class ticket, I rose and walked toward the gate.
“Jack, think this through please.”
“I have. I’m done.”
“Are you at the airport?”
“I am.”
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going home, Sasha.”
I hung up and tossed both phones in the first trashcan I came across.
 



Chapter 50
Neon lights reflected in pools of water that gathered in the middle of the street. The storm hit hard and fast. By the time I found cover, the rain had soaked me. At that point, I had no reason to seek shelter. I walked through the rain and let it wash over me.
The cab could have dropped me off in front of the apartment building. Something about the night air in the city made me want to walk. After all, it’s hard to pass up a gorgeous night in New York City.
When the rain stopped, I stared up at the sky. City lights bounced off low, racing clouds. Thunder rumbled, but it headed away. Although, it could have been a truck running over a pothole.
My apartment building loomed up ahead. I turned my eye to the street. The wet sidewalk shimmered from a combination of oil runoff and overhead lights. Since I couldn’t look up and see a sky full of stars, the illuminated concrete would have to do.
I looked up when the entrance was a dozen steps away. I hadn’t been there in months, but I knew the moment my left foot hit how many more I had to go.
The old man who worked the door at night watched me. It appeared that he failed to recognize me. Then his eyes lit up, he smiled, and nodded.
“What do ya say, Mr. Jack? Haven’t seen you around here in quite some time.”
I had never heard him talk to anyone else like that. Perhaps I didn’t come off as stiff as the rest of the building’s inhabitants.
“How’s it going, Willie?” I said. “Anyone been by to see me?”
At least a half-dozen people knew I lived here. A couple were friends. A couple weren’t. I never knew when someone showed up what the outcome would be.
“Nah, you haven’t had a visitor in months. Shoot, at least since before you went and disappeared. Where you been, anyway?”
I stuck my hands in my pockets and shrugged. “Here and there. You know how it is.”
“That’s the truth. All right, get yourself out of this muggy New York air.”
I smiled. This was nothing compared to Florida. I pulled my hand from my pocket with a twenty tucked in my palm. I reached out. Willie met me halfway. He winked after the exchange.
They’d done away with the carpet and installed tile while I’d been gone. It looked like marble. I doubted it was. Probably something cheaper, able to withstand another seventy years. The furniture was the same. Someone had told me it was the original from way back in the forties. The rest of the building had been remodeled over the years, but they kept a few things original, like the furniture and some of the light fixtures and mirrors. My apartment was modern. That was one of the things I liked about the place. Old and new at the same time.
Gold-plated doors parted in the middle. I stepped onto the elevator and pressed the button labeled twenty-eight. Second from the top. After a minute or so, the doors reopened. I stepped into the hall. The lights were always on, never too bright. The carpet on the floor was muted. There were four apartments on the floor. I’d been there seven years and had never spoken with one of my neighbors. It was rare any of us were in the hallway at the same time. If I encountered them in the elevator, I pretended to get a phone call, or looked at a newspaper or a magazine if I had one.
My apartment had an electronic access panel. They weren’t crazy about me installing it, but in the end they let me. I reached out and entered the eight-digit code. I held my breath while opening the door. Anticipation built. I half expected an explosion.
But nothing happened.
A puff of fragranced air blew out. I never canceled the cleaning service. Apparently, they’d been coming the entire time.
The door swung open quietly and effortlessly. I stepped inside. I had expected an inch or two of dust to coat everything. There was none. The place was clean and organized. I went into the kitchen, pulled open the refrigerator door. They had dumped all the expired food. The only thing in there was a twelve pack.
Of water.
I shrugged and turned and grabbed the phone off the wall. A three-tone beep greeted me. Messages were waiting. I dialed into the mailbox. Turned out at least ten people thought I was worthy of receiving a message. Half of those were solicitors. Four others were wrong numbers.
The last message had been left from a Florida area code. I straightened up. My finger hovered over the play button before pressing.
“Jack, hi. It’s Jessie. I know it must be strange that I’m calling you after all these years. I’m not trying to reenter your life or anything like that. It’s just, well, I’m in trouble. The big kind. And I have reason to believe you are, too. Look, I need you to call me. We need to meet. This woman, she’s a politician in England. She’s not who she says she is, though. I know her secret. She’s gone crazy. I think she’s trying to have me killed. There’s more to it than that. A lot more. On top of that, I have some information that has to do with you, Jack, and it’s not good. I’m sorry I’m telling you all this in a voicemail. We need to meet. Take down my number and call me as soon as you can.”
The message had been left over a week ago. Whatever information she had, died with her. Of course, it could have been nothing more than I already knew. That was what I made myself believe as I erased the message and hung up the phone.
Jessie, April, and several others were gone. Would Jessie have died if I had arrived a week earlier? Would the others have lived had I never shown up at all? There was no way to answer the questions that pervaded.
And I never wanted to think about any of it again.
 
 



Epilogue
Those who knew well the man sitting at the head of the table called him Butch. He let his subordinates call him by his last name, Monaco. Even at age sixty-three he was tall and straight and lean and lanky. A smooth scar a centimeter in width ran the length of his cheek from the corner of his mouth to the spot where his earlobe met his head. The reminder stood out most when his skin was tanned, like now. When asked, he’d always told different versions of over a dozen stories. A single version of one of those stories contained the truth. Only Butch knew which. Despite the danger that plagued his life for so long, he had aged well. Aside from a few wrinkles around his eyes and his mouth, he looked much the same as he did the last time he held a secret meeting in Aspen, Colorado.
He couldn’t say the same for the five men he knew in the room. They’d gone bald, or had bellies that hung over their guts, or sprouted double chins, or had faces that looked like scuffed leather. Taken as a whole, the description described one of the men to a tee. The rest were some variation. He let three of those men call him Butch. Two addressed him as Monaco.
The other five men at the table were unknown. And chances were that the last time he held a meeting around that same table in that same room, those five guys were in high school or college. Perhaps they’d had some experience since then. Maybe not. At least not the kind Butch accepted. It didn’t matter, because he needed ten men in the room for the meeting and the other five original members of the group were dead. Some from natural causes. The others, not so much.
Butch Monaco looked at every man in turn. The blank stares returned to him said more than words ever could. None of them wanted to be there that day. Hell, even Butch had a knot in his stomach. Up till this point, the purpose of the meeting had been left unstated. Too many words led to too many trails which led to people in Butch’s position being sentenced to life in prison or death by firing squad, if you lived in the right state. The rest got the chair or an lethal dose injected into them. They go to sleep, never to wake. And if he were honest with himself, he’d admit that every man in the room deserved it.
So the meeting had been arranged in a private manner. The only guy Butch trusted, Waldron, went man to man, speaking in a code that only twelve people knew. He found all of them, minus one, Goetz, who had disappeared four years ago and hadn’t been heard from since.
Like the previous meeting in Aspen, there would be no documentation. Nothing would be recorded. And every man in the room would deny ever having been in Colorado that day. What need was there? They all knew that it had to be done, and they were the only ones who could sanction it.
And what was the purpose of the meeting Butch Monaco held that day? The organization they had formed over twenty years ago had to be shut down.
And to do so, secrets had to be eliminated. The men who held those secrets, at least the ones outside of the room, had to die.
Butch drummed the fingers of his right hand on the table, tips to pads to knuckle, growing in intensity. Chatter died down like the tail end of rolling thunder. When all eyes were on him, Butch took a sip from his glass of water, then set it down near the edge of the table. Condensation ringed the bottom. Enough vibration, and it might carry the glass over the side.
Rising, Butch addressed the group. “In 1991, eleven of us met in this same exact room. That meeting, like today’s, was unprecedented, unsanctioned, unrecorded, and never happened.”
The five men who had been there twenty-two years ago smiled.
The others glanced around the room. Two shrugged. One lifted an eyebrow. The other two remained stoic. They all knew the outcome. None of them knew the story of how it started.
Butch continued. “We all know what we did that day. We might describe it in different ways, depending on who we’re speaking with. I’m sure there are those who consider us prognosticators, considering that we were ahead of the rest of Washington and every intelligence agency in so many ways. I know I consider us the original Homeland Security. A decade ahead of our time.”
A man named Davinski chuckled. Butch cut right through him with a cross look. Davinski brought a fist up and coughed into it. His cheeks puffed out and his face turned red.
“What we created, our own police force that could operate anywhere, anytime, and without scrutiny, was a beautiful thing twenty some years ago. Hell, most people, even high ranking, never even heard of our baby. We dodged some bullets, of course, but for the most part, over two long decades, it operated flawlessly. Then, a few months ago some intelligence fell into the wrong hands. Possibly through the aide of someone in this organization. We know of at least one agent who was working for the other side. She’s dead now. But there could be more. On its own, this is not the issue, for we’ve dealt with such things in the past. This group has been great at policing itself, and we’ve used them for it. But this time, it goes too high. It is above all of you. Above me. Someone, and I can’t name who, has ordered this thing shut down, or it will be us who’ll pay the price.”
The man seated at the opposite end of the table lifted his hand in the air. Butch stared him down for a few seconds. Said, “Name?”
The guy rose. “Ballard, sir. Joe Ballard.”
“You’ve got a comment, or a question?”
Ballard ran his right hand through his short black hair. Flecks of silver caught the sunlight coming in through the panoramic window behind him. “What if one of us were to object to what you’re proposing?”
“Then you won’t leave Aspen alive.”
The guy straightened, held his left hand out in front, fingers splayed. “So you’re saying that—”
“Shut up, Ballard, and listen to me. There is no choice here. We are not taking a vote. And what’s more, you don’t have a say in this thing. The SIS is being shut down, and all members, current and former are to be eliminated. That clear?”
Ballard said, “Crystal, sir.”
Butch waited for the guy to sit back down. Then he picked up a folder on the table to his right. Inside were a dozen copies of the same information. He handed five to his right, six to his left. The men each kept one and passed the rest down.
“First, these are to be handed back to me in a minute.”
“What’s the point then?” Davinski said.
“The point is that I want you all to look over this list and tell me if you object to any of the names on it.”
“There’s gotta be fifty names here.”
Butch hiked his shoulders an inch, and said, “And?”
Davinski had no response. His gaze, like the gazes of all the men in the room, shifted to the paper. Their eyes moved right to left repeatedly as they read the names to themselves. Butch felt his stomach tighten even more. He knew the five men who had been in the original meeting would not speak up. This was part of the weeding out process. Any man who objected could be a man who might leak what they planned to do. And a guy who would do that needed to be dealt with immediately.
At the other end of the table, one man lifted his hand.
“Yeah, Ballard?” Butch said.
“I know a name on here.”
“Who?”
“Jack Noble.”
“And do you object to Mr. Noble being on that list?”
Ballard looked down at the paper. The guy fidgeted, tapping his thumb against the table. He glanced up at Butch.
“Well?” Butch said.
“No. I knew him from the Marines is all. I have no objection to him being on this list.”
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PROLOGUE
December 11th, 2012.
ALERT! MISSILE LAUNCH DETECTED.
Air Force Lieutenant Michael Avery had just poured himself a third lukewarm cup of coffee when the words flashed in urgent red across his communication console.
Until now, it had been an uneventful shift for Avery. The telescopes, radar installations, and other monitoring assets coordinated through his station deep inside the Cheyenne Mountain Air Force facility were functioning nominally. There hadn’t been so much as a single unidentified aircraft over the entire North American continent the whole day.
Avery straightened up in his chair and pulled his stomach close to the desk, shaking fatigue from his eyes. The chronometer on his console registered 0048 GMT – 1748 local time. Adrenaline began coursing through his system.
The lieutenant’s first job was to determine whether this alert reflected an actual missile launch, or a mere system anomaly. System glitches of this sort were rare, but they had to be ruled out.
Soon ancillary data began flowing from remote detection sites to the secondary monitors on Avery’s console. The earliest data – heat signatures and radar reflections from Defense Department satellites – arrived within seconds. Radar confirmation from the Aegis Ballistic Missile Detection System aboard the USS Bunker Hill guided missile cruiser in the Sea of Japan soon followed.
These reports confirmed the alert was no technical malfunction. A ballistic missile launch had, in fact, occurred. And North Korea was at the controls.
Avery redirected all data from his console to the white reflective panels blanketing the curved wall of the communications center. Nearly deserted sixty seconds ago, the center was now awash with personnel, both military and civilian. More streamed in through the passageway between the center’s double blast doors. Many took seats among the rows of concave computer stations that faced the wall displays. Others, off-shift backups and technical support, lined the center’s side walls, ready to lend aid should it be required.
Lieutenant Avery had confirmed the threat and spread the word. His job was done. From this point forward, higher level decision-makers – generals, admirals, the Secretary of Defense, and even the President of the United States – would make the calls concerning the U.S. response to this emerging threat.
Though information now flowed automatically in real time to all necessary personnel, Avery remained alert for any communications glitches that might require his attention. With the initial adrenaline rush dwindling, he decided he could spare a few seconds for a swallow of the now cold coffee – and to catch his breath – as he observed the ballistic missile threat unfolding before him.
In the fifty seconds it had taken for Avery to process the launch data and complete his duties, the blinking object on the projected world map had arced upward from North Korea’s Pyeongan Province and traced a green line several hundred kilometers due south across open water.
At least the missile hadn’t been aimed at South Korea, he thought, or Japan. His fingers tapped nervously beside the keyboard. The Philippines might still get hit, though.
At one minute fifty-nine seconds launch time, data from STRATCOM computers indicated that the rocket’s first stage had separated from the missile and fallen into the waters off the western coastline of South Korea. Ninety seconds later, the second stage separated somewhere over the South China Sea. The missile’s path continued southerly – directly toward the heart of the Philippine Island cluster.
One of nine unified commands in the U.S. Defense Department, United States Strategic Command (STRATCOM) shared the hardened bunker beneath Cheyenne Mountain with detachments of the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) and the United States Space Surveillance Network (SSN). Together these organizations bore primary responsibility for deterring strategic attacks on the United States and its allies by monitoring and tracking air and space-based threats.
Avery checked the missile’s altitude – 150 kilometers and still climbing. That was good news for Manila. A ballistic path to strike the Philippines would have peaked by now. Avery allowed his muscles to relax just a little. All the logical short range targets for North Korea’s aggression were now safe. But ballistic missiles can change direction in flight. Distant targets would not be so easy for NORAD and STRATCOM to identify.
It took a little more than an hour for the Command Director to issue an “all clear.” The rocket stages had fallen away – causing no apparent damage upon impact – and the missile, or what was left of it, was no longer on a ballistic course to strike Earth.
After fourteen years of trying, it appeared that North Korea had finally delivered a satellite into space.
* * *
On December 13th, the day after the missile firing, newscasters on North Korea’s state-run television station proudly proclaimed the successful launch of their country’s first satellite into space. The satellite was collecting data as designed, they said, and communications between the satellite and mission specialists in the launch control center were proceeding with regularity.
Outside Pyongyang, assessments of the mission’s success were not as generous. Several international sources reported that, upon achieving a less-than-ideal elliptical orbit, the satellite had begun an uncontrolled “tumbling” through space. Others alleged, the satellite had issued no communications whatsoever since achieving its orbital position on launch day. A New York Times headline read: “North Korean Satellite Is Most Likely Dead.”
Neither STRATCOM nor NORAD had issued public statements concerning the status of the earth’s newest piece of space hardware. Privately, however, Lieutenant Avery and his colleagues couldn’t suppress their pleasure at yet another North Korean failure.
* * *
For weeks after the launch, scientists and technicians stationed at Cheyenne Mountain, Diego Garcia Island, White Sands New Mexico and other monitoring stations around the globe kept their electronic “eyes” on the North Korean satellite. Their observations confirmed that the North Korean space craft had, indeed, failed to attain a stable attitude upon achieving orbit. In civilian terms, it was still tumbling.
In the political arena, North Korea persisted in its claim that the sole purpose of the missile launch had been to place its country’s very first “weather satellite” into orbit. The United States government, on the other hand, took the position that the launch amounted to a “thinly-veiled” test of North Korea’s ballistic missile technology, and a clear violation of UN Security Council resolutions aimed at restricting the rogue state’s nuclear and ballistic missile ambitions.
The U.S. wasn’t alone in its assessment. Other than the usual exceptions of Iran and Venezuela, international condemnation of the North Korean missile launch was unanimous. Even the People’s Republic of China, Pyongyang’s longtime backer at the UN, had eventually joined in supporting strengthened Security Council sanctions against North Korea’s Supreme Leader, Kim Jong Un, and his repressive military regime.
* * *
By May, 2013, the political uproar over the provocative missile launch had died down, and U.S. space defenders had pretty much lost interest in the nonfunctioning North Korean satellite.
By July, they ignored it entirely.
On August 5th, 2013, at 0815 GMT, something remarkable happened. Five hundred kilometers above the Pacific Ocean, on its 3,716th trip around the earth, the electronics onboard the tumbling North Korean satellite flickered to life. Computers powered up. The radio began receiving transmissions. And the satellite’s internal gyroscopes began to spin.
North Korean patience had begun to pay off.
With the gyros on line, the satellite’s “attitude” – its positioning as it travelled through space – slowly began to stabilize, erasing a few degrees of misalignment with each pass around the planet. Slowly but surely, the satellite’s tumble became less and less pronounced until, in less than a day’s time, the device was flying straight and steady along its orbital path.
Because the international experts had deemed the satellite “dead on arrival” in space, even private sector interest in observing the tumbling Korean experiment had waned. For the past several months, no one had tracked the satellite in real time. In fact, other than the occasional amateur astronomer peering through a university telescope, no one had actually laid eyes on the satellite at all.
The most up-to-date information the U.S Defense Department possessed was from the computers at SSN. Their digital brains logged electronic check marks as the satellite passed through the North American detection “fence” several times a day.
The fence was a comprehensive system of electro-optical and radio detectors that captured daily data on every orbiting object to pass through its beam. That included more than 19,000 pieces of man-made debris the size of a baseball or larger, and another 300,000 pieces of orbiting space rubble as small as one centimeter in diameter, though no one bothered to track such tiny objects. Every man-made item – including the dead North Korean satellite – bore a unique identifier in SSN’s orbital database. If the North Korean satellite had been out of place or absent when its arrival was expected at the fence, the computers would have registered an anomaly.
But the fence could only detect an object’s size and location, not whether its attitude had changed . . . or for instance, whether it had stopped “tumbling.” For this reason, the recent stabilization of the alleged weather satellite had escaped detection as it floated, on schedule, through the fence’s sensor array.
On the second orbit after achieving optimal attitude, the satellite received a radio transmission causing an aluminum panel on its side to retract into the hull. If someone with a strong enough telescope had been paying attention, they might have noticed the missing panel, or wondered about the open compartment. And if that someone had good timing and a keen eye, they might have even seen a perfect sphere, the size of a volleyball, springing forth from the opening and floating off on its own trajectory – the satellite and its former contents diverging in slow motion as both objects hurtled through space.
If that lucky someone had decided to check up on the satellite a mere five minutes later, they wouldn’t have observed the second object at all, it would have been miles from its origin, speeding at twenty-three times the speed of sound on a de-orbiting course – a course that would send it on a fiery trip through the earth’s atmosphere and ultimately to the planet below.
 



CHAPTER 1
Red Wing, Minnesota. Monday, August 5, 2013.
“You’re going to have to tell me more about your ‘big discovery,’ Rodney, if you’re hoping I can help you,” I said to the man perched on the edge of my office side chair.
“Yeah . . . well . . . this has gotta be confidential, you know.” He looked from side to side as if someone were stalking him. “Lawyer-client privilege stuff.”
The man sitting across from me was Rodney Holton, a local farmer known more for his flimflammery than his agricultural acumen. Mine was probably the last lawyer’s office in Red Wing that Rodney hadn’t stiffed.
“Okay,” I said, tipping my swiveling, tilting, ultra-comfortable lawyer’s high-backed chair into a recline and locking my fingers over my abdominals. “Shoot.”
“Um . . .” Rodney reached into a front pocket of his worn OshKosh overalls and produced a crumpled dollar bill. Without making an effort to tidy the dollar in any way, Rodney reached across and dropped it on my desktop, along with a dusting from last year’s hay crop. “This is just to make it official,” he said, nodding at the bill.
I raised my eyebrows at Rodney.
“That’d get you about twelve seconds at my usual rate,” I said. “Got anything bigger in there?” I indicated his pocket with a crooked finger.
“No,” he said, seeming surprised that I hadn’t caught his drift. “It’s just . . . like . . . a formality . . . so nobody can claim you aren’t my lawyer.”
Rodney had no idea that, as a point of law, the dollar was neither necessary, nor in and of itself, sufficient, to establish a confidential relationship between us. That required a combination of expectation and intent.
I leaned forward and flattened the wrinkled dollar on my desk blotter, taking time to repair each dog-eared corner. If I agreed to listen to Rodney, and maybe to help him with his concerns, it was unlikely I would be paid for my trouble. Then again, how often does a client pop into a lawyer’s office with a “big discovery?” He had captured my interest.
After fixing the bill to my satisfaction, I folded it in half and tucked it in a shirt pocket.
“You just hired yourself a lawyer,” I said. “You’ve got your confidentiality. But all I’m agreeing to do at this point is hear you out. I can’t guarantee I can be of any help until I know more. Understand?”
“Yeah.”
“Good,” I said. “Then let’s hear all about it, starting at the beginning if you don’t mind.”
Rodney slid back in the chair, his hands gripping the armrests. He cracked his neck to both sides before beginning his tale.
“It was yesterday afternoon,” he said. “Sunday . . . and I was out on the John Deere checking my fields, you know . . . and all of a sudden I hear this sound. It was a kinda weird sound, you know?”
“Not really. Can you be more specific?” I had heard a lot of weird sounds in my day.
Rodney thought for a moment.
“It was kinda like whoosh-thud . . . tumble, tumble, tumble,” he said.
He could have stuck with “weird” if that was the best he could do.
“Go on,” I said.
“So I stood up and looked toward the sound.” He raised a hand to his brow and craned his neck, as though searching the horizon. “And something was knocking down my corn, like a big animal or something . . . not like a deer, more clumsy than that . . . maybe like a bear.” He looked to me for understanding.
“A bear,” I said, nodding.
It wasn’t a total impossibility that Rodney had encountered a bear in Ottawa County. There had been two or three confirmed sightings of black bear in the area over the past ten years. But his hypothesis wasn’t particularly likely either. I don’t remember anyone saying the other bears made a whoosh-thud, tumble sound. Then again, many interpretations are possible in the mind of an eyewitness . . . or in this case, ear-witness.
“This thing, whatever it was, knocked down maybe thirty or forty feet of head-high corn stalks, in a straight line,” he continued. “I saw the last ones go down.” He clapped one flattened hand downward onto the other. “Then all was quiet,” he said, passing a benediction over the serenity in my office.
He checked to make sure I was tracking. I gave him two thumbs up.
“Anyway,” he went on, “this thing’s trail was pretty obvious in the corn. But not knowing what in the heck it was, I was a little . . . you know . . . reluctant to investigate.”
Yeah. He was afraid it was a bear.
“But I found a good size wrench in a fender box and decided to take a chance.” He made a hammering motion as he wielded the imaginary wrench. “So I got off the tractor and slipped into the corn field, nice and quiet like.”
Rodney’s story-telling momentum was gaining steam as he worked his way along. This was probably a first rendition of the “big discovery” story. He would no doubt smooth out earlier scenes on future iterations.
I stroked my chin as if contemplating the implications of Rodney’s tale thus far. In truth, he hadn’t said much of consequence yet, at least as far as I was concerned.
“So was it a bear?” I asked, hoping to hasten the denouement.
“I’m just getting to that,” Rodney said, a touch of irritation in his voice. He’d paid me my buck, now I had darned well better listen.
“So my sleeves are rolled up and the corn leaves are cutting at me on all sides . . .”
Corn leaves have a sawlike edge that can induce lacerations similar to paper cuts, only longer and in greater quantity. The greatest danger is to the eyes.
“And I’m getting’ closer and closer to the end of the broken corn,” he went on, “and still no sign of the beast . . . or worse . . . that might have flattened my crop.
“So I’m getting more and more nervous, watchin’ all around.” He demonstrated “watching” by looking side to side. “And then . . . I was at the end of the trail, and I still didn’t see nothing – no bear, no cougar, no nothing that might have caused this unexpected devastation.”
Losing a few corn plants in a field of thousands can hardly be considered devastation. But one can allow Rodney a modicum of poetic license.
“So I stand up straight and look around,” he said, “my wrench hand at the ready. But there’s no sign of man nor beast. So I pull off my cap and scratch my head, figuring there has to be something here somewhere.” Rodney reached for his cap, then realizing he had placed it on my desk, aborted the gesture by smoothing the back of his hair.
“So I stoop down and start pawing through the grass with my gloves.” He leaned forward and pawed. Then he looked up at me. “I was wearing buckskins, of course.”
“Of course,” I said. “Would this be easier for you if you stood?” Sitting appeared to be cramping Rodney’s style.
“No thanks,” he said, righting himself in his chair. “I’m good.”
“Let’s see now. Where was I?” He gave me a dirty look for interrupting his flow.
“You were wearing gloves,” I said.
“Yeah. So I paw through the grass and then . . . just when I’m about to give up, the back of my hand hits something big and solid in the grass.” Rodney kicked the desk pedestal with his boot.
“Holy crap, Rodney,” I said, just about tipping my lawyer chair over backward. “Take it easy on the furniture.”
“Sorry,” he said, appearing to barely notice me.
“. . . and I’m thinking this must be it. This is the thing that’s killing my corn. It seemed too small for a bear, but maybe a wolverine, and them things can tear your arm right off . . . so I just watch for a few minutes . . . waitin’ to see what it does.”
Rodney’s eyes grew large with apprehension.
I didn’t recall there ever being a wolverine sighting in Ottawa County. Nevertheless, I nodded along. I did have the buck in my pocket after all.
“Wolverine,” I said dubiously.
“I said ‘maybe a wolverine,’” Rodney corrected.
“Right.”
“Anyway, I decided to give the thing a kick with my boot.” He made an odd jerking movement somewhere below my line of sight that I assumed was a kick. I was thankful it missed my desk this time around.
“And voilà,” he said. “There it was.”
Apparently it was audience participation time.
“And what was it?” I asked obediently.
“Are you ready for this?” His eyes were wide and his showman’s hands extended.
“Never been more ready,” I said.
“It was a meteor!” Rodney waited for my amazed reaction.
I wasn’t as compliant this time. Part of my job as a lawyer is to question unsubstantiated conclusions – especially unlikely unsubstantiated conclusions.
“How do you know it was a meteor?” I asked, thinking the wolverine hypothesis might have been more plausible.
“Ahh,” he said, raising one finger in the air. “I knew you’d ask that.”
No one would mistake Rodney for a rocket scientist, but he could anticipate obvious questions well enough.
“Ahh,” I echoed, duplicating the raised finger gesture, while trying not to be disrespectful.
“First off, it looks like a meteor,” he said. “It’s mostly round, like a ball, and sorta burnt and crispy on the outside. It’s about yea big.” He formed a ten or twelve inch ball with his hands. “A fiery meteor would look just like that.”
I raised one eyebrow and tilted my head to indicate I would allow for that possibility.
“And when somethin’ like that falls dead outta the sky,” Rodney continued, “I figured there were only three possibilities for what this thing was.
“Number one: it could be something that fell off an airplane, or maybe out of an airplane. But if it came off an airplane, this thing is probably worthless . . . unless I could convince the airline that it had somehow injured me when it landed. You know? Even though it didn’t really.”
I could see why Rodney required confidentiality.
“I would advise against that,” I said, matter-of-factly. Rodney made a head gesture that I interpreted as “potayto potahto.”
“Or number two . . .” he went on “. . . this thing could be some sort of space junk that just dropped out of orbit. But I figured if it belonged to some government, they probably wouldn’t pay to get it back. Once I told ‘em I had it, they’d probably just come and take it. Whatta you think? Can they do that?”
A request for legal advice.
The question Rodney had posed was one that many clients had posited during initial visits to my office. Oddly enough, the question was normally asked once some violator had already done what the client was asking if they could do. One would think the answer in such case was obvious, but I responded to Rodney’s query anyway.
“Of course a government could take your ‘meteor’ if it wanted to,” I said. “The real question is what, if anything, could you do about it?” This sort of response is one reason people coined the phrase “damn lawyers.”
“What could I do?” he asked.
“Probably nothing without investing a ton of money in a lengthy lawsuit with no guarantee of success.”
The lesson I had just given Rodney contains a sad truth that applies to the American legal system in general. We have all sorts of legal rights, and almost no practical remedies. In fact, as a lawyer, the very most I could ever hope to accomplish for any client would be to get them what they were entitled to in the first place – minus a reasonable fee, of course. And folks wonder why so many lawyers are depressed.
“That’s what I figured,” Rodney said. “So it’s probably not space junk.”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “You determined what this object was based on whether you could make money off it?”
“Well, yeah.” He said it like I was crazy to think otherwise. “If I don’t know for sure what it is, why not have it be something that’ll make me rich. Which brings me to option number three: it’s a meteor.”
“I can’t wait to hear this,” I said.
“Weren’t you watchin’ CNN when that huge meteor hit Russia? They had some experts on there who said that baby was worth maybe $22,000 an ounce. Mine’s only ten pounds, but that’s still over three and a half million bucks. Not exactly chump change.”
I didn’t think many people shared Rodney’s optimistic approach to identifying mysterious objects. Then again, who knows?
“I can see how you’ve reasoned this out,” I said, “but let me ask, if I may, what you’ll say when people want to have an assayer take a look at your ‘meteor’?”
“A what?” Rodney didn’t like the sound of the word.
“An assayer,” I said. “A professional who certifies the authenticity of rocks and gems . . . and in this case, meteors. Don’t you think your buyers will want a certificate or something?”
“Oh,” Rodney said, relieved. “If that’s all . . . I can make certificates, and they’ll look darn official, too.”
This fellow was a fine example of American ingenuity.
“Don’t do that,” I said. “It’s illegal.”
I got the potayto potahto look again.
“Have you researched this meteor thing at all,” I asked, “other than a few months ago on CNN?”
“Sure.” Rodney settled in his chair. “I went to the library and the lady there helped out. And I can use Google, too, you know. I ain’t no idiot.”
There was no point discussing a new issue at this juncture.
“In your academic pursuit of positive identification of the ‘meteor,’ did you come across anything at all that might tend to contradict your meteor theory?” I asked.
“Well,” he said. “To be completely honest, there were a couple things that sorta bugged me.”
“For instance?” I said.
“For instance,” he said, “meteor strikes are pretty rare. People don’t find meteors every day. But heck, they gotta hit somewhere, right?”
Ever the optimist.
“And I thought a meteor would be hotter than blazes,” Rodney continued. “But it turns out that small ones, like mine, actually slow down enough to cool off before they hit. Who’d of thought, eh?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Not me.”
“But the biggest thing . . . the biggest problem . . . is that meteors have craters and mine doesn’t have a crater. But if that’s the only issue, I’m sure I can find a way around that.”
Rodney simply did not comprehend the scientific method. Or perhaps, he just liked the “Rodney method” better.
“Is that the end of your story?” I asked, after waiting for more.
“Yeah,” he said. “But I still got a couple questions.” He pointed toward the folded bill in my pocket to remind me I was on retainer.
“Why not,” I said. “Fire away.”
“Whatta you know about meteors and radiation?” he asked. “I mean, do you think my meteor might be radioactive or something?”
“Honestly, Rodney,” I said, “that’s not my area of expertise. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay. I’ll just make sure to wear gloves and keep the thing someplace where I’m . . . whatta they call it . . . shielded from radiation.”
“I strongly advise you to get competent counsel on that issue,” I said. “Strongly!”
“Okay,” Rodney said, discounting my advice. “Just one last question then. Do you happen to have a relationship with an assayer who’s sort of . . . you know . . .” Rodney leaned forward and whispered, “in your pocket, so to speak?”
“No,” I said, standing. “If that’s it then, would you like to pay the bill now or should I mail it to you?” I was pretty sure I knew the answer.
“Just send that out to the farm. I’ll put a check in the mail when I ship my next load of beef.”
“You do have beef, right?”
Rodney stood up and made a face, pretending to be offended. But he recovered quickly.
“Best Herefords this side of the Pecos,” he said, hooking two thumbs in his belt. “Best meteor, too.”
Okay,” I said. “I’ll drop that bill in the mail.”
We shook hands, and he left.
 



CHAPTER 2
Ames, Iowa. Six weeks before the discovery at Rodney Holton’s farm.
Kent Evans shoved his laptop away from him, sending stacks of papers scattering.
“Damn it!” he said out loud as he pushed his chair away from the desk.
“Everything okay down there?” Jeannie called from the kitchen.
Kent cringed. He knew he’d neglected his wife and kids lately. But if he didn’t find a solution to his crippled financial situation soon, he would have let them down in an even bigger way. No matter how he juggled the figures, Kent couldn’t make his family’s budget balance.
Evans was a thirty-six year old, self-employed veterinary pharmacist. He and his wife Jeannie had moved to this 1950s rambler on Harriet Street in Ames, Iowa more than ten years ago. At one time, when business was good, they had actually owned the house free and clear. But like so many others, the Evanses had fallen victim to a souring world economy and plummeting real estate values, two developments they’d failed to see coming until after they had refinanced the house and Kent’s pharmaceutical sales receipts had dwindled.
Purchases of bovine antibiotics, vaccines, and hi-tech feed supplements had driven the majority of Kent’s former income. With the decline of disposable cash in the late part of the past decade, consumers had stretched their food dollars by scrimping on beef purchases. The dip in retail demand for beef had squeezed producer profit margins to the point where prices “at the gate” barely covered the cost of raising the herds.
Cattle producers couldn’t stop feeding their animals, but they could reduce their costs in other ways. Some farmers cut back on preventive veterinary care – vaccines, in particular. Others refused to pay, or were unable to pay, their veterinarians for services rendered. Those bad account losses in turn caused vet clinics to pull back firmly on advance orders of medicines and specialty supplies, leading ultimately to Kent Evans’ dilemma.
The cascade of economic crap in the beef industry didn’t differ greatly from the chain of events faced by many other businesses. It just happened to be the struggles of the beef industry that had brought Kent Evans to his knees.
Still, he was determined to insulate Jeannie and the kids from the family’s financial distress.
“Yeah. Everything’s fine,” he called back. His tone carried a forced cheerfulness. “I just deleted a file I should have kept. No worries. I’ve got a backup.”
Jeannie poked her head down the staircase.
“Okay,” she said. “Will you be joining the family for dinner tonight? It would be nice to share a meal . . . you know, with all of us at one table.”
He rotated his chair toward Jeannie.
“I’m sorry, Hon. I’ve got to fill these orders for a rush delivery tomorrow. I’ll make sure to come up at bedtime to say goodnight.” He offered a helpless smile.
“Okay.” There was a hint of sadness in her voice. “I’ll put some meatloaf on a plate for you to eat later.”
“Thanks, Hon. Tell the kids I’m sorry. Will you?”
He heard her sigh as she headed back up the stairs.
“Not much to say to them, really, is there.” It wasn’t a question.
He had deserved that. Kent’s stomach churned. If there was something more to be said, he would have said it. Sadly, words weren’t going to help anything right now. He needed a plan, a plan to earn more money, or find more money . . . or steal more money?
Kent gave his head a shake as if to banish the thought.
No. It hadn’t come to that. At least not yet.
He pulled his chair back under the desk and retrieved the laptop. Punching up an Excel spreadsheet, he stared at the screen, its contents confirming the poorly performing endeavor his business had become.
As he paged down the rows of dates, names, and numbers, an idea began to form in his head. There just might be a way he could influence sales after all. A way he hadn’t tried yet. A course of action that could bump receipts dramatically, without actually stealing from anyone. It was a long shot, and he needed to think this idea through before proceeding. After all, it wouldn’t technically be legal. But at least this plan offered . . . what? . . . a chance – a glimmer of hope he hadn’t felt in what seemed like forever.
Desperate circumstances call for desperate measures.
 



CHAPTER 3
Red Wing, Minnesota.
“Radio says Rodney Holton’s got a show in the works,” I said as Beth entered our kitchen. I couldn’t reveal client confidences, but if he was going to advertise . . . well, that was something different entirely.
It was 7:30 a.m. and Beth had just returned from her morning run. I turned from reading the Minneapolis Tribune and smiled at her.
“I just finished brewing a fresh pot of dark roast. May I fetch you an official James Becker Attorney-at-Law mug?”
Beth wore her usual warm-weather jogging attire – a white sleeveless top over a jog bra and black spandex shorts. She was perspiring the perfect amount such that her physical exertion was evident, but her feminine appeal remained intact.
“I appreciate your offer, Babe. But I think I’ll try cold water first.” She smiled.
Even after twenty-six years of marriage, I still loved that smile.
“Right,” I said, watching as Beth retrieved an athlete’s plastic water bottle from the fridge and squirted cold water into her mouth. I abandoned the newspaper and stepped directly in front of Beth, placing one hand on either side of her waist, and planted a peck in the center of her dewy forehead.
“Rodney puts on a good show,” Beth said, lifting her water bottle up under my chin. I backed away far enough to let her drink. She swallowed. “What’s his angle?”
“He claims he got hit by a meteor. Well . . . not Rodney himself. I guess it’s on his lawn.” He must have decided showing off the meteor while it was still in his corn field would ruin even more of his crop.
“How convenient,” Beth said. “I wonder whether he mowed the grass right before it hit.” She smiled.
“Yeah, convenient,” I said, returning her smile. “Anyway, I’m sure Rodney will arrange for meteor pictures in the paper as soon as he can get a reporter out there. But we can see it right now if you’re up for the drive out to his place.”
Beth moved to the sink, splashed water on her face, and patted it down with a clean terrycloth hand towel.
“It is a beautiful August morning out there,” she said, turning to me. “I’ll grab a quick shower. Then let’s go see what Rodney’s got cooking.” Beth started for the stairs.
“Remember to wash behind your ears,” I said.
Beth must have been expecting me to say something because the towel was already balled up when she fired it at my face.
“Never mind,” I said.
* * *
It was about a fifteen minute drive to Rodney’s farm. Even though the weather would have been perfect for Beth’s Spyder convertible, we’d be traveling on gravelled back roads and neither of us cared for the dust. So we took my grey Honda Pilot.
In Ottawa County, most folks either knew someone Rodney had scammed, or had fallen victim to one of his shady schemes themselves. But Rodney had the magical appeal of a carnival sideshow operator. You knew you were going to get cheated somehow. You just wanted to see how he would do it.
As we crept up Rodney’s dirt driveway, we met another vehicle on its way out. The car held a mom and a dad with three screaming kids in the back seat. Dad was driving and he didn’t look happy. Beth and I exchanged glances.
As we got close to the farmstead, we could see what we suspected was the reason for the bawling kids. Rodney was charging twenty bucks a head to view “Ottawa County’s Only Outer-Space Meteor.” I guessed Dad had declined to pony up a C-note for his family of five to enjoy this “Otherworldly Phenomenon,” as Rodney’s ubiquitous signage advertised.
Parking space at Rodney’s was plentiful, so I swung the Honda onto a grassy patch near a barn-red wooden outbuilding and we both hopped out.
Rodney approached us with a big smile.
“Once in a lifetime chance to see Ottawa County’s very own phenomenon of nature. Just twenty bucks.” He winked at me and patted his shirt pocket.
Confidentiality. I nodded knowingly.
“Don’t s’pose you’ll let me put that on account?” I asked.
“Sorry. Cash only.” Rodney was all smiles.
Naturally.
While I dug for my money, Rodney was appreciating his view of Beth in her sun glasses, safari shirt, and tan pleated shorts. His was more than a casual look, and I could tell Beth noticed.
“Here you go,” I said, drawing his attention as I handed him a twenty.
“Each,” he said, still smiling, and now focusing on Beth’s tanned legs.
I was about to comment when Beth beat me to the punch.
“Lose something?” she asked him, placing a hand on her hip.
Rodney spluttered and straightened up while I stifled a laugh.
Slipping another bill from my money clip, I passed it his way.
“Do we get stamped or something?” I asked.
Rodney looked at me to see if I was serious. I did my best to look grave.
Rodney reestablished a broad grin. “Naw. Not necessary. We operate on the honor system here.”
“Gotcha,” I said, trying not to choke. “So where’s the show?”
Rodney turned halfway as he started off, motioning for us to follow. “Right this way Mr. . . . ?”
He was going all out on the lawyer-client privilege thing.
“Becker,” I said. “This is the missus. She’s not on exhibit today.”
Rodney smiled sheepishly at Beth.
“I carry a gun,” I added.
His smile disappeared.
“I do, too,” Beth said, without missing a beat.
We followed a now-silent Rodney toward his house. As we rounded the corner, Rodney’s exhibit came into view.
He’d arranged a dozen or more orange rubber road cones around what he must have judged to be the appropriate perimeter. Protruding from the cone tops were wooden yardsticks to which Rodney had affixed a circle of yellow “Caution” tape that encompassed the entire “Strike Zone.” In the center of it all, resting in what looked for all the world to be a pterodactyl nest made from freshly dug and carefully toasted dirt, was a large black lump I presumed to be the meteor. A suspiciously uniform circular area of black and crispy-looking grass surrounded the nest. I tried to envision how heat or fire could have originated at the center and burned outward in the pattern depicted in the exhibit. I couldn’t.
“You will notice the indentation in the ground beneath the meteor,” Rodney said, gesturing toward the nest. “That feature is what’s commonly known as an impact crater.” He waited for a reaction.
“Aren’t you worried about radiation?” Beth asked. “I noticed you’re not wearing a dosimeter, and you didn’t offer them to us either.”
“I’m glad you asked that, Mrs. Becker.” He produced a small electronic device from his front jeans pocket. “This right here is a digital Geiger counter and dosimeter combination. I got one yesterday.”
“I thought his thing just landed Sunday,” I said, matter-of-factly.
“Express delivery, my good man.” He beamed another smile, undaunted.
“I see,” I said. “Have the news crews been out here yet? I bet they’d love a good ‘man finds meteor in side yard’ story.”
Rodney sensed my sarcasm.
“As a matter of fact, the press have been here. And for your further edification, I didn’t find this meteor. I was right here when it hit.” He looked toward Beth. I guess he figured I had already heard the story.
“Wow. What did it look like coming in?” I said with a grin.
Rodney grinned back.
“To be honest,” he said, “it came in faster than the human eye can see. The first thing I did was hear it. A second later I turned and it was right there.” He pointed at the black object and paused to check my reaction.
“Right there?” I asked. “Not out in some field or something?”
“Nope,” he said flashing a glare my way and patting his shirt pocket feverishly. “That’s where she hit. Can’t you see the crater?” He smiled at Beth.
“Right in your yard,” I said. “Helluva thing. What did it look like the moment you found it?” I might as well get the updated version of the meteor tale. I had forked over forty bucks after all.
Rodney scrambled to fill in the details.
“Of course it was glowing and steaming and the heat was something fierce. You can see where it burned the grass all around.” Again, he gestured into the exhibit area. “It took a couple hours for the thing to cool down to a point where I could actually touch it.”
The scene on Rodney Holton’s lawn had obviously been staged. But had this . . . this black lump . . . actually fallen from the sky? And had Rodney been present when it hit, as he had told me yesterday? If so, this might not be a meteor, but it might still be interesting.
“Of course, you’ve had an assayer perform tests to prove it’s a meteor and not something else,” I said. “Right?”
Rodney raised an eyebrow.
“I don’t think I need any tests to show it’s a meteor. Like I said, I was right here when the damn thing hit! Besides, what else do you think it is? A scud missile? A big chunk of acid rain?” Rodney was heating up.
“I’m not doubting you, Rodney. I’m just saying . . . if you want skeptics to believe you when you tell them a meteor just landed in your yard, you might want to have some science to back you up.” I paused while Rodney cooled off. “I’m just saying . . .”
“You got your twenty bucks’ worth yet?” he asked. He wasn’t tapping his foot, but he might as well have been.
I turned toward Beth. She raised her sun glasses and returned my look.
“Okay. Thanks, Rodney.” I said. “Nice exhibit.”
Rodney tended the “Caution” tape as Beth and I returned to the Pilot.
“Quite a character . . . isn’t he?” Beth said after the engine was running and the AC turned up.
“That he is, my dear. That he is.”
 



CHAPTER 4
Ames, Iowa.
In the days following his financial epiphany, veterinary pharmaceutical salesman, Kent Evans, worked diligently to formulate a plan of action that would bring his hopes of increased income to fruition.
Kent’s part time position as adjunct faculty at the Iowa State University College of Veterinary Medicine provided him with ample opportunity to pick the brains of fellow faculty members. Among the numerous veterinary medicine specialists in residence there, he found the microbiology researchers most helpful. Spending long hours in the university labs, these hardworking DVMs, PhDs, and MDs, together with their doctoral candidate assistants, stood at the cutting edge of animal disease and treatment research.
If there was a way for Kent to affect demand for his veterinary products, these people would know what it was. But he couldn’t exactly come out and ask them how best to infect farm animals to drive demand for medicines, now could he?
So he asked questions like: What kind of vaccines are you working with this week? Are animal antibiotics keeping up with new superbugs? Are farmers using the best medicinal practices these days, or are they taking unnecessary risks with animal health? What’s the livestock disease du jour?
He distributed his questions among various researchers and clinicians to avoid suspicion.
Kent had been hanging around the labs for a couple weeks, observing experiments and cleaning up work spaces after the experimenting was done, when he attracted the unwanted attention of the Microbiology Chair. One evening, as Kent was wiping down a vacuum enclosure, Professor Alan Wittmann, PhD, appeared over Kent’s shoulder.
“Mr. Evans.”
Startled by the sound of his name, Kent nearly knocked over the flask containing the cleaning solution.
“Doctor Wittmann. What brings you to the lab at this hour?” Kent would have offered to shake hands, but that would be bad form in rubber gloves.
“I suppose I could ask you the same thing, Evans. It has come to my attention that you have taken a serious interest in lab work recently. Commendable. Commendable, indeed. But may I ask . . . is there motive to your newfound zeal? Is there an endgame in this effort?” Dr. Wittmann raised his bushy eyebrows and dipped his head just a bit forward.
Kent had long ago prepared an answer for this question. Nevertheless, he now found himself worrying whether his explanation would suffice.
“Ha. Yes. My newfound zeal.” Stop muttering! “Er. As you know, Doctor Wittmann, times have been tough with my day job lately.”
Wittmann showed no sign of comprehension.
“Veterinary sales?” Kent offered.
“Ah, yes. The economy. Utterly intolerable.”
The irony of Wittmann’s commiseration with the private sector on the issue of diminished earnings wasn’t lost on Kent.
“Yes. It is. Utterly intolerable.” Stop repeating him and get to the point. “Anyway, I’m here looking for an edge . . . something that will give my income a boost, you know.” That was true, of course.
“You’re looking for full time work at the University then?”
Kent hadn’t expected that.
“Umm. Are you hiring, Doctor?” A regular paycheck with no legal infractions would solve his economic problems, too.
“No. We aren’t.”
“Well . . . that’s okay because, as much as it would be an honor to work here – full time, I mean – I’m really just looking for insights that will help me in my current job. Some extra knowledge of livestock health or emerging standards of treatment that might give me a leg up on the competition.” There was a pause. “To sell more medicine and vaccines than the other guy. To help keep my boat afloat during this economic drought, if you will.”
“I see,” Dr. Wittmann said, stroking his chin and nodding. “Well, we appreciate your volunteer help around the lab . . . and your teaching as well, of course. I just wanted to be clear that we aren’t seeking paid researchers at the moment.”
Relief washed over Kent.
“That’s not a problem, Doctor. Not at all. Like I said, I’m happy to help out. No charge. I appreciate you guys letting me hang around.”
“It is most certainly our pleasure to have you here, Evans. No one likes to do their own dishes. Am I right?” The Doctor smiled the condescending smile of one who would never stoop so low as to do his own dishes.
Kent raised his hand, notching a point in the air with his yellow-gloved finger, and smiled back. “Right you are, Doctor.”
“Well, carry on with your . . . uh . . . duties then. I’ll be off.” With a perfunctory wave, Doctor Wittmann left the lab.
Kent released the air he’d been unconsciously holding inside his lungs. If he found a casual conversation with a university colleague stressful, he had to wonder whether he had the mettle to risk imprisonment, to actually infect a herd with a disease as yet undetermined.
* * *
After spending a couple weeks at the University Lab, Kent had learned a great deal. Aside from longstanding and pervasive worries about overuse of antibiotics and the drug-resistant bacterial mutations the practice engendered, the state of American livestock health was pretty darned good. No contagions on the horizon. No intractable parasitic infestations. The gamble livestock producers had taken in reducing preventative medicine for their herds seemed to have caused the animals no ill effects – at least not on a scale that mattered.
This discovery was bad news for the veterinary drug industry – and not just in the short term. If farmers and feedlot operators could raise healthy stock without all the vaccines and preventative antibiotics they’d been purchasing in large quantities before the economic recession, why would they choose to buy these products again even after the financial crunch had ended? Kent doubted whether those sales would ever come back.
In short, Kent’s new information made the long-term profitability of his career choice seem even less likely than he had imagined . . . and the success of a plan to stimulate sales, of paramount importance.
But of all the disease candidates likely to infect a livestock herd in the U.S., Kent had found none that would cause the industry enough concern to dramatically impact his product sales. North America was a veritable haven for healthy livestock production.
For Kent, the conclusion was inevitable. If U.S. farm animals were well insulated from domestic health threats, he needed to introduce a foreign pathogen . . . something the U.S. livestock industry hadn’t experienced in a very long time, if ever. Something that had the capacity to ignite an epidemic – actually an epizootic, he reminded himself – of unprecedented scale, large enough to gain the attention of an entire industry. And he knew just where to go to get a sample of such an agent.
* * *
Finding a charge card company that would increase his credit line enough to cover the $1,500 of travel expenses wasn’t easy. And explaining to his wife, Jeannie, why he would be unreachable for several days was even harder. But two days later, Kent was ticketed to board a plane bound for Johannesburg, South Africa.
“I don’t understand why, if your cell phone won’t have service in west Texas, you can’t at least email me once a day. Or call me collect on a landline.”
“Hon, you know I’ll miss you and the kids. But Sanofi is covering the cost of this trip so I can promote their new anti-parasitic. I can’t risk losing their good faith by running up hotel bills or long distance charges. And heaven knows we can’t afford to cover those extras ourselves right now. You understand. Right?”
He was persistent and she had finally relented.
* * *
One plane ride and forty-eight hours later, after visiting a remote South African tribal farming area, Kent Evans was at his hotel, busily packing a small pottery vase for shipping home to Iowa. In lieu of Styrofoam packing peanuts, he cushioned the inside of the cardboard box with dozens of plastic baggies stuffed with crumpled facial tissue. The padded baggies would protect the vase from breaking while in transit to the U.S., and would also insulate the parcel’s more important contents from the frigid temperatures it might otherwise experience during air travel.
Hidden inside one of the baggies were two facial tissues containing saliva specimens from a local farmer’s cow. Though not a particularly elegant, nor scientifically recommended, vessel for transporting a living organism around the world, that wadded up, slobbery Kleenex, Kent knew, held enough picornavirus to infect hundreds of cattle. And he had confidence in the hardiness of the samples. This virus was tough to kill. It would arrive home safely.
 



CHAPTER 5
Ottawa County, Minnesota.
“What do you suppose inspired us to spend forty dollars and half a morning to participate in Rodney Holton’s latest money maker?” Beth mused as we navigated the gravel roadways on our way home from the meteor exhibit.
“Too much time and money on our hands?” I said.
Beth laughed.
“All jokes aside, though, you have to give Rodney credit for creativity,” I continued. “In just the past couple years he’s been struck by lightning, his corn crib fell into a sinkhole, a bear attacked him in his kitchen . . . . Is that about it?”
“He taught his dog to say, ‘I love you,’” Beth said.
“That’s right. ‘Wry ruv rue.’ That one was totally legit.”
Beth laughed again. “Where does he come up with these crazy ideas?”
“Well,” I said, “he probably watches the news on TV. If it catches his eye, he thinks ‘I can do that,’ and a scam is born. As P.T. Barnum was so fond of saying . . .”
“I know,” Beth interrupted. “There’s one born every minute. So what does that make us?”
“Customers,” I said. “Definitely not the other thing.”
“Right,” Beth said dubiously.
“Right,” I confirmed, as I steered the Pilot from the gravel onto a stretch of pavement. “But did you find anything curious about the meteor display?”
Beth raised an eyebrow at me. “Was there part of it that wasn’t curious? The charred bowling ball and the hole he’d obviously dug for it to sit in seemed suspicious to me. Then there was the burnt grass. Rodney draws a nice circle.”
It was my turn to laugh.
“He does have a tendency to overplay a bit, doesn’t he? But I was thinking about something he said. That he hadn’t actually seen the meteor hit the ground. If you were Rodney, wouldn’t you have seen the meteor strike from your kitchen window? Or barely avoided being hit while mowing the lawn? The fact that he only heard it hit is . . . well . . . it’s just not Rodney. It makes me think that, just maybe, his meteor really did fall out of the sky.”
“Hmm.” Beth patiently considered my observation. “I don’t know, Babe. Do you think he maybe just messed up a little? It must be hard to be perfectly slippery all the time.”
“I would agree with you one hundred percent, O Wise and Beautiful One, if Rodney wasn’t such a natural. I mean, he doesn’t play act these weird scenarios. He lives them. I really think he convinces himself before moving on to anybody else.”
“Maybe that’s true,” Beth said. “It would explain his amazingly successful career as a snake oil salesman. But I don’t believe for a minute that Rodney’s black horse egg is really a meteor, no matter how poorly he tells the story.”
Black horse egg . . . I just love Beth’s sense of humor.
“I’m sure you’re right, Hon. It’s just a nit I couldn’t resist picking.”
“You’ve got a knack for that, Babe,” Beth said as she watched the farm fields slipping past her window.
Beth was correct, of course. I was seldom satisfied until I had sharpened the pencil all the way to the eraser.
“Definitely, a knack,” I said. “But I’m going to see if I can get a closer look at the meteor another day anyway. What can it hurt?”
Beth considered.
“I’ll confess that it seems one of your less perilous undertakings. As you say, ‘What can it hurt?’”
 



CHAPTER 6
Ames, Iowa.
The flight home from South Africa had been uneventful. As it turned out, Kent Evans could have brought the virus-laden cow slobber in his carry-on luggage. He answered the Customs questions correctly – No, he hadn’t visited a farm while traveling. No, he wasn’t bringing any agricultural products into the United States – and the agent had taken him at his word.
Still, he was glad he had chosen to ship the virus as a separate package via courier service. That way, even if the parcel had been opened and inspected, they would have been looking for drugs, or guns . . . not cow spit. And given the resemblance between the tainted Kleenexes and the scores of others he’d used to pack the vase, the chances of parcel inspectors detecting the virus seemed slim.
Even if by some miracle of Customs inspection genius, the pathogen was discovered inside the package, he was only the box’s addressee. There was no way to prove he had sent it. If agents attempted to pin some USDA violation on him, he would deny any knowledge of the vase or its packing materials. Perhaps it was a gift from a tribesman he had befriended, he would say, or a comp from the tiny hotel where he had slept during his visit? With no return address on the package, how could he possibly know who had mailed it to him.
He smiled at his own cleverness.
By the time the green Subaru wagon pulled into his driveway in Ames, Iowa, Kent’s west Texas cover story was rehearsed and ready for delivery to Jeannie. The flower bouquet – allegedly a perk from Sanofi for a job well done – would help, too.
* * *
Three days later, the DHL driver delivered the parcel from South Africa to the Iowa State University Microbiology Lab, addressed to Kent’s attention. It was waiting in his University mail cubby that evening when he arrived to teach a night class.
Before returning home that night, Kent visited a garbage dumpster behind the Animal Sciences building. After checking to make sure he was alone, he opened the package, smashed the vase and disposed of everything – everything, that is, except the baggie containing his hope for a better future through science.
 



CHAPTER 7
Red Wing, Minnesota.
It was the day after Beth and I had viewed the meteor exhibit at Rodney Holton’s farm, and the tiny glitch in Rodney’s story had been niggling at my brain ever since. If he had manufactured the entire meteor story, why wouldn’t he have seen it hit?
My experience on the Team had taught me never to ignore niggling details. But small town Minnesota was a far cry from the militarized streets of Damascus, or the conspiratorial conference rooms of Mumbai. It seemed likely that my inability to shake this gut feeling about Rodney’s meteor was a vestigial twitch left over from my former career.
I hadn’t visited Gunner in a while. Maybe he could talk some sense into me.
Gunner was Ottawa County’s Chief Deputy Sheriff, Doug Gunderson. Gunner and I had known each other since high school, and other than Beth, he was the only soul in Ottawa County who had any inkling how I had spent my life during my twenty-year absence from Red Wing. I had never planned to let Gunner in on my secrets. But he can be an assiduous investigator, and eventually, I had decided sharing a few details with Gunner would be preferable to his constant inquisition. He had promised to keep my secrets. And to date, he’d proven trustworthy in that regard.
It was a few minutes past 10:00 a.m. when I swung the Pilot into the parking lot at the Ottawa County Law Enforcement Center – or LEC to those who preferred acronyms. According to the uniformed receptionist/dispatcher behind the bulletproof glass window, Gunner was in his office.
“Please let him know James Becker is here to see him,” I said.
The clerk obliged by buzzing him on her phone.
“He’ll be with you shortly,” she said. “Please have a seat.”
I glanced behind me at the rows of yellow molded plastic chairs. I’d sat in those before. I doubted my lumbar region was a match for their George Jetson-like curvature.
“Thanks. I think I’ll stand.”
I checked the walls of the reception area to see if the County had invested in any new artwork. Nope. I swiped two fingers across the top of the metal rectangle that framed head shots of Sheriffs from times gone by. Dusty.
I turned to the clerk who’d apparently been watching my every move. They train them to do that at the academy.
I raised my filthy digits in her direction.
“I’m sure nobody noticed,” I said, making an excuse for whoever’s job it was to dust this place.
If anyone actually said “harumph” in real life, it would have been the desk clerk at that moment. Instead, she just raised an eyebrow and answered an incoming call – eyes still trained in my direction.
No need to shoot the messenger, I thought.
Some folks have no desire to achieve excellence. A fair number of them seem to be in government employ. That’s too bad, too, because the underachievers give a bad rep to those of us civil servants who take pride in our work.
“Becker.” It was Gunner’s voice from behind me. “You coming or what?”
I turned to face the Chief Deputy and smiled. He was holding open the door to the inner offices, where all the police work gets done.
“Morning, Gunner,” I said as I crossed the reception area and slipped past him through the open door.
I knew the way to Gunner’s office, so I led and Gunner followed. When we arrived outside his door, I allowed him to enter first. He eyeballed me as he walked past.
“Did I do something wrong?” I asked after he’d passed by.
Gunner maneuvered behind his olive green, 1950s style, metal desk, and sat down in a matching desk chair. I followed him inside, closing the door behind me. Gunner hadn’t as yet answered my question.
I stood watching as Gunner straightened a stack of manila files on one corner of the desk then jammed a yellow pencil into his electric desk sharpener. The sound sent a shiver up my back. When the pencil was pointed enough – or short enough, it’s hard to know – Gunner blew the wood shavings off its tip and tucked it inside his top middle desk drawer.
“Trying out a new interrogation technique?” I asked. “Pencil-boarding?” I smiled.
Gunner squeezed both cheeks between his hands until his lips puckered. I have no idea whether that maneuver was intended to express frustration, boredom, psychotic tendencies, or something else.
After a few moments, Gunner motioned me to sit in one of the vinyl and metal side chairs across the desk from him. For no reason I can think of, I suddenly wondered why they were called side chairs when they were almost never on the side of the desk. Maybe they were actually other side chairs?
“So to what do I owe the pleasure?” Gunner said finally, offering no clue to his earlier off-putting behavior. Sometimes he can be an enigma.
“Glad you asked.” I glanced across the room at the Mr. Coffee. The carafe was nearly full. “Mind if I pour myself a cup?” My eyes were on Gunner as I extended an arm in the direction of the pot.
“Might as well. If this is going to be a long story, maybe you can get me one, too.” It didn’t sound like a request.
“As long as you asked so politely . . .”
I poured us each a Styrofoam cup of black java and returned to the desk, passing Gunner’s coffee his way and sampling my own. I judged the viscosity of today’s batch to be roughly equivalent to thirty-weight motor oil. Not bad for Cop Shop brew.
“Anyway . . .” I continued, “I was wondering whether you’ve heard about the meteor strike out at Rodney Holton’s farm?”
Gunner chuckled. “Yeah. I heard.”
“Well, Beth and I went out to see it yesterday.”
“Cost you twenty bucks?” Gunner asked.
“Apiece.”
“Ouch.” Gunner felt my pain. “So . . .”
“So what?”
“So what was it? What was ol’ Rodney passing off as space rock?”
“Good question.” Did I mention Gunner was an assiduous investigator? “It looked a lot like a jumbo charcoal briquette, or maybe a bowling ball.” I sipped some more coffee.
“Did it have finger holes?”
“Not that I saw. But they might have been on the bottom. Visitors couldn’t touch the meteor on account of the Caution tape around the ‘Strike Zone.’”
“Okay,” Gunner said. “Now you got my curiosity piqued. Where’d the flaming Brunswick from space ‘strike’?”
“It was actually pretty convenient . . . for viewing, I mean. It landed right in Rodney’s side yard. There was a little crater there and everything.”
Just then the coffee I’d been drinking made my mouth pucker involuntarily. That was unusual.
“Well, L-O-L!” Gunner offered, a jolly smile on his face.
“Huh?” I said.
The smile disappeared and Gunner folded his arms across his chest. “It means ‘Laugh Out Loud.’ Everybody writes it on emails and stuff. Don’t you give me no guff.”
“Yeah . . . on emails,” I said. “Nobody actually says L-O-L with their mouth.”
Gunner looked wounded.
“You got more on this story or not?” he said, choosing not to discuss his gaffe further.
“Well, other than one thing Rodney said, his exhibit was pretty much what you’d expect – lots of melodrama and overblown special effects. But when I asked him if he actually saw the meteor hit, he said he heard it, then turned around and saw it sitting there, smoking and glowing and playing the National Anthem and yada yada yada.
“My point, though, is that he admitted he didn’t see it hit. Now why would a guy like Rodney almost get hit by a meteor and not claim to have seen it with his own eyes? That stupid question kept me awake all last night and ruined breakfast for me this morning. Am I crazy? Or what?”
Gunner smiled and choked down a laugh. “You need somethin’ real to worry about, Beck. Pretty soon you’ll be frettin’ over the laundry pilin’ up.”
“So you don’t think it’s unusual for Rodney to play down his story like that?”
“Oh, no. That’s totally not like Rodney. Under normal circumstances, I’d have bet a hundred bucks Rodney would’ve laid eyes on any meteor that came down in his general vicinity. Hell, I’d have thought he’d have pictures of the fireball in flight.”
“So, Gunner. Do you think this anomaly in Rodney’s story might mean something . . . I don’t know . . . interesting?”
Gunner wiped the smile off his face.
“Honestly? I can’t imagine what. Maybe he’s just losing his touch. Whatta you think it means?”
“Hell, I don’t know. You were supposed to tell me I was wasting my time thinking about this and that it wasn’t unusual at all for Rodney to only hear the meteor hit and not see it.”
“Well, if it helps, I do think you’re wasting your time.” Gunner smiled.
“Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. For now, it looks like I’m going to have to spend another Jackson to get a closer look at Rodney’s bowling ball meteor. When I figure out what’s up, I’ll let you know.”
I stood to leave.
“Hey. Hold on a minute,” Gunner said. “If you’re lookin’ for a puzzler to take your mind off Rodney, I got a guy coming in says his neighbor’s up to something sinister. Would you like to sit in?”
I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly through my nose. A diversion wasn’t what I’d come here for, but it’d do.
 



CHAPTER 8
Ames, Iowa.
Kent Evans still had a big problem with his plan to increase vaccine demand by infecting livestock with a virulent pathogen. He couldn’t figure out where he could go to infect a herd without suspicion falling on him. He knew he wasn’t a typical agro-terrorist, if there was such a thing. On the other hand, some lawman connecting a Foot and Mouth outbreak with his visit to the infected feed lot a few days earlier was a risk he preferred not to take. Choosing where and how to take this final step had stalled his grand plan for more than a week.
Then he saw it. The article was a sidebar on the Agri-News Today website. The headline read: “Ottawa County, Minnesota Farmer Narrowly Avoids Meteor Strike.” Beneath the title was a picture of a farmer dressed in denim overhauls and a green seed cap, and wearing a broad grin. His right hand pointed to a round black object, partially embedded in what the caption claimed was the man’s yard.
Kent scanned the article. The meteor had landed on Rodney Holton’s farm just yesterday, it said. Holton was holding public viewings for a fee. As background for the piece, the reporter had described Holton’s farm as “a small beef operation.”
Kent’s wheels started turning.
What were the odds of a meteor strike and the first U.S. instance of Foot and Mouth Disease in almost a century happening to the same farmer, and in the same week? Zero. Anyone investigating the disease was bound to connect it to the meteor, at least for a while.
Evans checked his computer for the location of Ottawa County, Minnesota. This was perfect. It was a four hour trip, at most, from his home in Ames. He could drive there, infect the cattle, and return home without anyone knowing he was ever near the place. As a side benefit, Holton wasn’t even one of Kent’s customers. There would be no connection to trace back to the veterinary pharmacist from Iowa.
Opportunities like this didn’t come along every day, and Kent Evans wasn’t going to look this gift horse . . . or cow . . . in the mouth. Tonight after the kids were in bed, he would tell his wife he needed to pull an all-nighter at the lab. “Paid janitorial stuff,” he’d say. Four hours later he would arrive at the meteor farm, ready to deliver his present from South Africa to Rodney Holton’s Herefords.
* * *
It was just after 1:00 a.m. when Kent Evans’s Subaru pulled slowly up to Rodney Holton’s mailbox in Ottawa County. Kent rolled down his window and confirmed the fire number. This was, indeed, the place. But he couldn’t just drive in, now could he?
Evans guided the station wagon another quarter mile down the gravel before coming upon a rutted field road that led directly into a rock quarry. He judged the small, obviously unused, quarry to be a logical spot to park while he hiked up the hill to Holton’s cattle barn.
Before leaving his car, he prepared the “delivery system” he would use to infect the cattle. He couldn’t count on getting close enough to actually touch his targets. A water pistol containing distilled water and saliva from one of the infected tissues would have to suffice. The hardiness of the virus was one of the reasons he had chosen it in the first place . . . and one of the reasons FMD was so feared by farmers. The other reason was its communicability from one infected animal to many others. FMD had been known to spread through the air to infect animals as far as twenty-five miles distant from its source.
Kent didn’t need twenty-five miles to cause a Foot and Mouth panic. Twenty-five inches would do.
He abandoned the Subaru wagon near the quarry’s sandstone wall and headed off on foot, carrying the FMD squirt gun in a belt holster.
The hill he climbed was covered with mature oak and maple trees, as so many bluffs in this area were. Years of cattle grazing between the trees had worn paths traversing the hillside. Kent followed a cow path as it climbed the hill knowing it would lead, eventually, to the barn.
As he was about to leave the cover of the trees, Kent stopped to catch his breath. The climb had been steep and he had never been much of a hiker. He needed a short break.
With his shoulder leaning against the trunk of an aging maple for support, Kent breathed deeply the floral scented air of the meadow that lay before him. The mix of clover, orchard grass, and alfalfa in the pasture graced the calm with a light, almost cheerful fragrance.
Forgetting for a moment the purpose of this visit, he bent down and lazily pinched the flower from an alfalfa plant at his feet, then plucked a few purple blossoms from the flower’s receptacle – a term he’d acquired in a biology class somewhere in his distant past – and sucked their sweet nectar. In his youth, he had spent many hours in pastures like this one, striding freely though knee deep grasses to bring his father’s Holsteins home for milking.
Looking up, Kent considered the stars above him, layer on endless layer of bright points of light shimmering in a field of deep blackness. It was hard for him to believe, in such an immense universe, that anything he might do would really matter in the grand scheme of things.
Then again, he didn’t need to change the universe tonight, just make a slight adjustment to the part of it that controlled his income. He spat the alfalfa petals from his mouth and moved on.
The moon was just rising over the hilltop as he neared Holton’s place. He’d been thankful for the near total darkness to conceal his activities. Now he welcomed the dim lunar glow. It would help him avoid any thin wire fences that might cross his path, and allow him to approach the sleeping cattle as silently as possible.
Presently, the dark form of an old wooden cattle barn appeared over the ridge. Kent crouched low when he saw it. Now, stealth was paramount. Cattle could be skittish. And there was a good chance that Holton had a dog as well.
The soles of Kent’s Reeboks pressed softly on the dew-dampened grass of the pasture as he drew nearer and nearer to the barn. Step after silent step he maneuvered closer until he found himself within a stone’s throw of the cow yard. From here he could hear the animals muttering and stomping, and could smell the familiar odor of beef manure.
Every type of manure had its own distinct aroma. And Kent had made enough agricultural sales calls to discern whether he was visiting a dairy or beef facility, or a pig farm, or a sheep operation, by their smells alone.
The air had felt calm to Kent, but apparently there was a slight breeze after all. It was by utter fortuity that the wind had blown the smells of Holton’s cow yard toward him, instead of carrying his own scent toward the cattle, potentially thwarting his entire effort.
Crouching low, he placed one running shoe carefully in front of the other until he arrived at the wooden fence that prevented the cattle from ranging among the farm buildings. He would need to climb at least one board in order to have a clear shot at the animals.
Steady, Kent. Easy does it.
As he placed a foot on one of the fence rails a nail creaked and Kent froze. But it was too late. Several cows were already scrambling to their feet, hoofed legs flailing to find purchase.
He had to act now!
Moving swiftly, he brought his other foot onto the fence board and drew the water gun from its holster. Pointing it at the nearest bovine, he used both hands and firmly squeezed the trigger.
But nothing came out.
The animals were rustling about now, on the verge of running. Fighting his instinct to flee, he squeezed the trigger over and over again until finally, a stream shot from the plastic barrel.
His first shot hit one animal squarely in the face. That was good, but the others were starting to move away.
Without wasting time, he squeezed the trigger again and again, wheeling from side to side, firing at every animal within range. Before the gun was empty, the animals were all up, grunting, pawing the ground, and trying their best to distance themselves from the unknown threat.
Across the barnyard, a dog barked. Kent knew it was time to go. He jumped from the fence, his Reeboks carrying him through the pasture and back the way he had come. At first, the barking drew nearer, causing Kent to quicken his pace. After more than a minute at full speed, he tripped on a downed tree and fell to the ground.
Lying prostrate on the cow path among the bushes he listened for the dog. The barking was still there, but it was quieter now and more distant. It appeared that Rover had decided to stay home and defend his pack. He was no longer in pursuit.
* * *
On the journey back home to Ames, a nagging guilt tugged at Kent’s conscience. He knew exactly what was bothering him. He had compromised his principles for the sake of money.
People do it every day, he reminded himself. Farmer Holton would be compensated for his lost cattle, so there was really no harm. If other farmers lost their herds before the outbreak was fully controlled, they would get paid, too.
And after the small outbreak of FMD was extinguished, as he knew it would be, all the cattle farmers in the country – and probably pig and sheep farmers, too – would vaccinate their animals against FMD, not daring to chance infection of their herds by the new threat.
Consumers would pay a nickel more per pound for steak. His vaccine sales would skyrocket. And all would be right with the world.
If he had to deal with a nagging conscience while this scenario played out, so be it. It was a sacrifice he was prepared to make.
 



CHAPTER 9
Red Wing, Minnesota.
“Chief Deputy Gunderson?” The voice scratched through the phone speaker on Gunner’s desk.
Gunner reached over and tapped a button on the phone. “Yes, Barbara?”
“Your eleven o’clock appointment is here.”
Gunner glanced up at the institutional wall clock that hung behind me.
“Okay, Barbara. He’s a tad early. Have him take a seat, please.”
“Yes, sir. Should I put him in the conference room?”
“That’d be great. Thanks.” Gunner punched the telephone button again then scanned his desk top. Locating a clipboard and yellow pad trapped beneath a pile of paperwork, he gripped the board firmly and snatched it free, leaving the remainder of the pile intact.
“Been working on your legerdemain, I see,” I said.
Gunner had begun digging in his top drawer for a writing instrument. He paused to look up at me. “What?”
“Your sleight of hand,” I said. “You know, prestidigitation.”
“I don’t follow,” Gunner said still looking my way, a hint of annoyance in his voice. “Does this have to do with the mess on my desk? ‘Cause I know where every piece of paper is. It’s my mental filing system. Okay?”
“I was just complimenting you. But never mind.”
It wasn’t really fair for me to have to restrict the use of my vocabulary to the relatively meager list of English words Gunner had mastered. Then again, it wasn’t nice for me to flaunt my command of the language in his face either. I would try to do better.
“If you’re gonna compliment me, do it in English. All right?” He found a pen and tucked it into one breast pocket. Now . . . do you want me to brief you on this guy we’re about to meet?”
Gunner was doing his best to play the host. I appreciated his efforts.
“That’d be great, Gunner. What are we up against? Reformed parking violator? Maybe diamond thief?”
Gunner laughed. “Better than that. I told you this guy said his neighbor was up to something, right?”
“Yeah. Something sinister.”
“Well . . . don’t get your hopes up. He’s lived around here forever and has a reputation for being kinda crazy. Maybe you know him. You sorta move in them crazy people circles, right?” Gunner smiled.
“What’s his name,” I asked, ignoring Gunner’s insult.
“Benny Volnscheid,” Gunner said.
“Never heard of him.”
“Really? You don’t know him?” Gunner said with a smile. “Let’s go have a look-see then, shall we?”
He rose from his chair. I stood as well. The look on Gunner’s face told me something was up. I just didn’t know what.
“Indeed, yes. I’d say a look-see sounds like exactly the right opening move.” I smiled.
Gunner rolled his eyeballs, but didn’t comment.
* * *
The conference room was on the other side of Reception. As we walked past the receptionist/dispatcher’s desk I caught a whiff of something that could accurately be described as eau de locker room. I turned my head toward the dispatcher and raised my eyebrows at her.
She lifted an index finger and made a windshield wiper motion in my direction. I was all too familiar with the gesture.
Gunner cracked the conference room door and beckoned me to lead the way.
As I crossed the threshold the odor hit me like an IED. I rubbed my nose casually, trying not to be rude. The source of the intense aroma was a bearded and wild-haired gentleman sitting at the far end of the rectangular conference table. He stood as Gunner and I entered the room.
The man – Benny Volnscheid, I assumed – was probably in his sixties, though his scarred hands and weathered face might have misled me by a decade either way. His attire was hobo chic – unwashed military surplus fatigues that hung loosely on his broad frame. The hat he held in both hands at his crotch was a Fidel Castro style military lid.
Gunner crossed the room, introduced himself, and offered Mr. Volnscheid a hand, which Benny accepted without comment.
“And this is Attorney James Becker. Call him ‘Beck.’ He’ll be assisting me with your . . . uh . . . matter.”
“My pleasure,” I said, moving forward and extending my hand in greeting. At first, Benny didn’t accept my offer of a handshake, electing instead, I gathered, to assess me from a safe distance. Benny looked me up and down in such a way that I almost felt compelled to check my zipper, or feel for bird crap on my shoulder.
He had been a soldier. Of that I was certain. I wondered when he’d served, and where. I also felt concern for Benny’s health, both physical and mental. His breath reeked of whiskey and his eyes were cloudy and yellowed.
After a few long seconds, he must have decided – or more likely, intuited – that I was safe enough, and he accepted my hand.
“Well,” Gunner said. “Let’s all sit down and get started. Shall we?”
Gunner selected a seat at the far end of the table from Benny. That was logical enough, for many reasons. I chose a seat halfway between the two men. As I sat, I noticed that some efficient functionary had taken the precaution of covering Benny’s chair with a clear plastic bag. Necessary, I supposed. But I wondered how it made Benny feel.
“Now, Mr. Volnscheid . . .” Gunner started. But Benny cut him off.
“Just, Benny,” Mr. Volnscheid said.
“Okay, Benny. You called for this sit down, what’ve you got to tell me?”
Benny looked back and forth between us as if reconsidering the acceptability of my presence in this meeting.
“You sure he’s okay?” Benny asked Gunner, tossing a headful of dark, matted hair in my direction.
Gunner looked at me. “Yeah. He’s all right. He works with me sometimes . . . kind of as a consultant, ya know? Might be helpful depending on your concerns.”
Benny shifted awkwardly in his chair then leaned forward, resting his forearms on the tabletop. “Your prob’ly gonna think I’m nuts,” he said, lowering the tone of his voice, “but I got good reason to think my neighbor’s a terrorist, or at least a drug dealer.”
As Benny checked our reactions, Gunner and I waited for more.
“Keep goin’,” Gunner said at last.
“He lives by himself, but he’s always got lots of cars goin’ in and out, in and out. Yesterday, I seen him standing out in his yard countin’ out a wad of cash. A couple night’s ago, he was walkin’ around with a cuttin’ torch, making signal fires or burning evidence or somethin’.”
“Who’s your neighbor?” I asked.
“Holton,” Benny said. “Not Old Man Holton. Wonna his kids.”
“Rodney?” I said. The description Benny had given sounded like activities surrounding the meteor exhibit.
“Yeah. That’s him. He kilt his wife and now he’s into more bad.”
“Why do you think he killed his wife?” Gunner asked, leaning forward.
“Hell. Everybody knows he kilt her. Just ask around. Poisoned her or somethin’. Anyway she’s dead and he stoled her farm.”
I remembered a story I had once heard about Rodney marrying into his farm. I didn’t know the details, and killing her sounded a bit extreme, but swindling a woman out of her farm was entirely within his modus operandi.
Gunner didn’t seem too worried about the alleged murder. In any case, he leaned back again. He still hadn’t written on his pad.
“Okay,” Gunner continued. “What kind of terror do you figure this guy for? Bombing? Sniper? Mass poison?” Gunner kept a straight face and even tone, but I could tell he wasn’t serious. I hoped Benny wouldn’t notice.
“Hell. I don’t know what kinda terrorist he is,” Benny’s voice was suddenly louder. “Ain’t that your job?”
Gunner was chewing a mouthful of response when I interrupted.
“What else have you seen? Do you know anything about a meteor hitting Rodney’s place a few days ago?”
“That’s another thing! You all believe that BS about meteors and comets and stuff? What’s a damn terrorist gotta do to get somebody’s attention around here?”
“Actually, Benny,” I said, “I’m suspicious, too, about that thing Rodney claims is a meteor. But I need you to settle down and take a breath. Okay?”
Benny raked a comb of thick fingers through his matted hair. It didn’t improve his appearance any, but it seemed to calm him down.
“Army or Marines?” I said, after a few moments.
“Huh?”
“Did you serve in the Army or the Marines?”
“Private First Class. Regular Army. Fourth Infantry Division. Served in ‘Nam from ’66 to ’70.”
There weren’t a lot of veterans who were proud to have served their country in Vietnam. Benny, it seemed, was an exception.
“Four years,” I said. “You volunteered?”
“Damn right.” Benny’s right eye began twitching. He pawed at it with a leathery hand.
“I spent some time in Iraq,” I said. “You know, the first time around. Desert Storm. Can’t compare to what you went through though. Had to be hell. But I bet you’d rather not talk about the old days. Never met a Vietnam vet who was much for war stories. I do appreciate your service, though. It was a helluva sacrifice and I thank you for it.”
Benny’s eye stopped twitching, and his breathing gradually returned to normal. Now he peered at me from beneath wild eyebrows.
“I guess . . . you’re welcome,” he said quietly.
He wouldn’t have wanted my pity, but he had it anyway.
“You don’t sleep much, do you, Benny?” I said matter-of-factly.
Gunner gave me a puzzled look. I stared him into continued silence.
Benny considered my question. “Not a lot of sleep, I guess. Couple hours here and there. It’s enough.”
“The reason I’m wondering,” I said, “is because you must have a lot of time on your hands. What do you do to pass the day?”
“There’s never any passin’ to do. I keep busy. A person’s gotta watch out, ya know. Protect hisself. Do his part for Uncle Sam.”
No longer a soldier in the U.S. military, but a patriot still.
“You do a lot of surveillance, don’t you, Benny? You keep an eye on things. Make sure you’re doing your part.”
“I do.” He was clearly proud of the fact.
“That’s why you see things happening at your neighbor’s farm, isn’t it? You keep pretty close tabs on him, don’t you?”
Benny checked with Gunner to see whether he might be getting himself into trouble. Gunner nodded for him to continue.
“Nobody else ain’t gonna do it,” Benny said. “So I keep my eye on ‘im. Other folks, too.”
“So I’m thinking you might have seen Mr. Holton with the object he calls a meteor a few days ago. Maybe you saw where he found it? Or whether he did something to it?”
“Like try to cut it open with his torch?” Benny said. “Or haul it in from the field on his tractor, all wrapped in a shirt and stuffed in a fender?”
“Yes,” I said. “Exactly like that.”
“Or hiding it in his cellar, so nobody can git it?”
I wondered how close to Rodney’s home Benny’s surveillance duties had taken him. You can’t see someone hiding a bowling ball in a basement from a thousand yards, no matter how good your binoculars.
“You’ve convinced me that Rodney Holton’s object isn’t a meteor,” I said. “Have you seen anything that might tell us exactly what that thing is?”
“Like I said. It’s prob’ly drugs, or a bomb,” Benny said. His eyes closed and he tilted his head back, as if smelling something. “Then again, he wouldn’t try to cut into a bomb with a torch, would he?”
Benny’s straying thoughts were coming into focus.
“Last night, way past midnight, I seen a guy sneakin’ around Holton’s place. He came outta the woods and snuck up to the cattle pen.”
“You’re sure it wasn’t Rodney?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine a reason for someone else to be tending Rodney’s cattle in the middle of the night. This detail might throw the remainder of Benny’s testimony into even deeper doubt than when we began.
“Not Young Man Holton,” Benny insisted. “This guy was smaller, and he walked younger. Tennis shoes. And when he got right up to the wood fence, he woke up the cows – prob’ly by accident. And then he shot at ‘em with some weird kinda gun.”
“What?” It was Gunner. He had sat quietly for a good while, and I suspected his patience had worn thin. “Somebody was shootin’ at the cows? A cow killer? This is the biggest load of crap . . . . I gotta get back to work.” He stood. “You guys use the room as long as you want.”
Benny looked at Gunner, then at me, then at Gunner again as his butt departed the venue.
“Forgive him, Benny,” I said. “He’s having a bad day. Tell me more about the guy shooting at the cows.”
“Not much to say,” Benny continued. “He shot at ‘em but must’ve had a silencer ‘cause I didn’t hear nothin’.”
I tried to conceive of the scene Benny had just described. No one would be shooting at cows, certainly. So just what had he witnessed?
“My real name’s Blastus,” Benny blurted.
“I beg your pardon?” My mind had wandered.
“Blastus,” he said. “It’s from the Bible. Guess Mom and Dad had me pegged as a traitor right from the get go. I proved ‘em wrong though.”
Benny’s eyes had clouded over. They stared at me now, dull and empty.
“Well, Blastus,” I said, patting Benny on the shoulder. “I thank you for your help. Would it be all right with you if we visit again sometime . . . maybe after I find out more about what’s happening at Holton’s farm?”
“Yeah,” he said, his gaze meandering toward the ceiling. “Yeah.”
 



CHAPTER 10
Holton’s Farm. Rural Ottawa County, Minnesota
When his dog started barking in the middle of the night, Rodney Holton had feared the worst – a thief had come to steal his meteor. He grabbed a twelve-gauge Remington pump from the closet and rushed down to the cellar to defend his treasure. When the dog stopped barking a few minutes later without incident at the house, Rodney figured Ranger’s hissy fit was likely due to a coyote sniffing around the cattle, or maybe a raccoon poaching his vegetables.
But the fear that he hadn’t taken appropriate steps to protect his treasure kept him up the rest of the night, drinking coffee at the kitchen table, the shotgun lying across his lap. He cursed himself for his carelessness and vowed to find a safer hiding place for the meteor in the morning.
By sunrise, Rodney had worked out a strategy of decoys and frequent relocations to ward off any ne’er-do-well with designs on reaping his rightful reward. He would stash the meteor in a different hiding place each night, keeping any potential robber guessing as to its location. And there were plenty of places on a farm to stow this baby.
The next evening, after a long day awaiting viewers for the meteor exhibit, Rodney was ready to put the new security plan into action. Just after dark, he carried three identical black backpacks out to the meteor crater. Two of them held fieldstones sufficient in weight and size to serve as meteor doubles. Rodney placed the meteor into the third pack, then picked up all three and began walking a circuit, first through his house, where he left one pack, then through several outbuildings. In two of the buildings, he left the remaining backpacks – the first he buried in a grain bin, and the second, he stowed beneath loose floor boards in the old cattle barn.
After depositing the last backpack in its hiding place, he returned to the house for the night.
Rodney was pretty pleased with his new security arrangement, but less happy about the meager income his exhibit had generated. He had to develop a new marketing plan – one that would reach the masses. Damn that Becker and his assayer!
As Rodney checked his email that evening, the answer hit him. He needed to tap into the vast resources of the internet to maximize meteor income.
Tomorrow he’d take some pictures and list his find for sale on Ebay!
* * *
Participating in ecommerce turned out to be more complicated than Rodney had initially thought. He needed to setup an Ebay account, then another account on an internet payment site called PayPal. He had to figure out his bank’s routing number and provide that information to both web companies.
He also found it challenging to take good pictures of the meteor – ones that would adequately convey, in two dimensions, its essence as a space rock. In picture after picture the meteor came out looking just like a black bowling ball. Eventually, he decided that the meteor pics needed some context. Besides the crater, which he’d already captured in digital images many times, he thought a person expressing surprise at this unusual discovery would add a dynamic quality to the scene.
Between learning how to run the camera’s self-timer, conducting occasional tours of the exhibit, and toting backpacks between hiding places, it ended up taking Rodney three days before the meteor auction was finally live on Ebay.
The listing read as follows:
Condition: New: A brand-new, unused, unopened, undamaged item (including handmade items). See the seller's listing for full details.
Topic: Meteor
Color Treatment: Unknown.
Origin: Space
Color: Black
Shape: Bowling ball like
Seller Description: Genuine authentic meteor (from outer space). Ten pounds six ounces. This baby is worth more than three million if sold in pieces.
Bidding started at $1.00, though Rodney had specified a reserve price of $90,000, and the “Buy Now” price was $850,000.00.
The auction listing included nine pictures, including one of Rodney in bib overalls holding a pitch fork American Gothic style and pointing his free arm at the meteor. A sign stuck in the burned grass beside Rodney’s image read: “Holy crap!”
Rodney took a moment to admire the listing. Very professional, he thought. Now I’ll just wait for the bids to come rolling in.
* * *
After the first couple days, visitors to the “Outer Space Meteor” exhibit at the farm had dwindled, so Rodney closed the viewing area to the public. During his additional discretionary time, he increased meteor relocation frequency to four times per day while he waited for Ebay to come through.
 



CHAPTER 11
Pyongyang, North Korea.
To the dismay of the North Korean regime, the GPS tracking beacon they had placed inside the re-entry capsule had malfunctioned. As a result, they could only hope that their special delivery package to the Americans had actually come to rest somewhere in the continental United States. Spring-launching a volleyball from a satellite travelling at 28,000 kilometers per hour, in an orbital path 500 kilometers above the earth, the scientists had explained, was not a precise scientific matter.
To maximize the likelihood of hitting the target – the United States – somewhere, the scientists had aimed for dead center, a community called Lebanon, Kansas. The capsule could land anywhere within a thousand kilometer radius of the target, if they were lucky. Then they would have to rely on the tracking beacon to confirm its final resting place. And now that beacon had failed.
Understandably enough, the beacon’s malfunction had caused great consternation among those responsible for the capsule’s deployment and operation. When the generals learned of this critical glitch, they unanimously elected to have the scientists explain the matter directly to the Supreme Leader.
The North Korean president, being most displeased with the scientists’ report, placed their families under house arrest and urged a renewed effort to resolve the problem.
Sequestered at their duty stations “pending resolution of the GPS problem,” the North Korean scientists pursued every avenue to locate the missing capsule. While one of them undertook a relentless “pinging” of the dead GPS unit, the others engaged in uncharacteristic outside-the-box thinking.
After nearly a week of utter frustration, they got lucky. Someone in the State of Minnesota on the United States mainland had listed a meteor for sale on Ebay. Hoping against hope that the meteor might be their missing capsule, they viewed the post. By the time they’d seen the pictures, they had no doubt. Pyongyang’s lost errand boy had been found.
 



CHAPTER 12
Red Wing, Minnesota. One week after Rodney Holton’s discovery.
My cell rang as Beth and I were enjoying morning coffee on the back porch. It was Gunner.
“Good morning, Constable,” I said.
“If you say so. Hey. I’ve got an FBI agent down here at the Cop Shop says he wants to talk meteors.”
That was interesting.
“You don’t say.”
“Yeah, I do. And for some reason, of which I got no friggin’ idea, he wants you to be here when we talk.”
Gunner didn’t sound pleased about that.
“Hmm. That’s odd,” I said. I watched Beth as she took a sip from her mug. “Why do you suppose that is?”
“I just told you. I don’t know.” I could hear Gunner’s eyes roll. “So are you comin’ or not.”
“I’ll be right down.”
Beth looked up from the morning paper. “Gunner wants you to come to his office?”
“Not really. He’s got some FBI guy there who asked for me. So Gunner doesn’t really have a choice.”
“I see.” Beth returned to the paper. “You don’t suppose you’re wanted for that thing you did a while ago?” Beth smiled as her eyes scanned the page.
“Which thing might that be?” I asked.
She stopped pretending to read and turned to me.
“My point exactly. You’ve got too many skeletons to keep track of. I’d be a little worried if I were you.” Beth feigned concern.
“Well . . . if he tries to bust me, I’ll just . . . shoot my way out,” I said, tapping the Beretta in my waistband. “You’d better have your go bag packed, just in case.”
“If you’re going on the lam,” she said, “you can do it without me. My Bonnie and Clyde years are long past.” She returned to the news.
“Hmm,” I said.
“Now you run along.” Beth shooed me off with a swish of her elegant hand. “And have fun.”
“I will,” I said as I shuffled past her. “The FBI guy’s got the hots for Rodney’s meteor.”
My peripheral vision caught Beth lowering the paper again and considering the porch ceiling. She had no more idea what was up than I did.
* * *
As I pushed through the glass entry doors at the LEC the receptionist/dispatcher caught my eye and waved me toward the conference room – the one where Benny and I had talked about shooting cows.
I knocked.
“Might as well come in.” It was Gunner’s voice.
I turned the handle and peeked my head inside.
“Is this Conference Room B?”
“Just get in here,” Gunner said.
Gunner introduced me to FBI Special Agent Costa, a fiftyish string bean wearing a black suit and a bureaucratic aura. We all took seats around one end of the table.
“Thank you for coming, Mr. Becker,” Agent Costa began.
“It’s ‘Beck,’ if you don’t mind,” I said. “And thanks for the invitation.”
“You’re welcome. But it was actually Deputy Director Trew who suggested I include you in this meeting.”
Dan Trew was an old friend from my days on the Team. He was an FBI Special Agent back then. Now he occupied a big office at the corner of Big Shot and Politician in DC.
“He said you would be helpful?”
Costa didn’t sound like he thought I’d be helpful.
“I’ll do my best, Agent. But tell me, what brings you to our humble village?”
“I was just explaining to the Chief Deputy,” Costa said. “And you understand the subject of this meeting is Classified?”
“Sure. But since you asked me here, I assume you don’t need to see my Eagle Scout badge. So if you’re okay to talk in front of Gunner . . .” I winked at the Chief Deputy. He lowered his eyebrows. “. . . we might as well get started.”
“Very well.” Costa pulled a notebook and pen from an inner pocket and flipped through a few pages before arriving at his desired location. “I’m here to find out more about the meteor that one . . .” He glanced at the notepad. “. . . Rodney Holton of your county has for sale on Ebay. What can you tell me?” His eyes moved from me to Gunner and back.
“Go ahead, Gunner,” I said.
Gunner sat up in his chair. He didn’t particularly care for the FBI, but he was well aware of the hassles they could cause him if he failed to cooperate.
“Agent Costa,” he began. “I don’t have firsthand knowledge about Rodney Holton’s alleged meteor. But based on a long history with Rodney, my guess would be that he made the whole story up. That he doesn’t have any meteor at all.”
Costa looked to Gunner for further commentary.
“That’s really about it, Agent Costa. I think somebody sent you on a wild goose chase. Unless you know something I don’t?”
Costa turned to me, ignoring Gunner’s question. “And what can you tell me?”
“My wife and I went out to Rodney’s last week and saw his meteor exhibit. It was pretty cheesy. There was no doubt he’d staged a crater and a fire on his lawn. The meteor looked a lot like a bowling ball. And I can confirm Rodney’s well-earned reputation as a huckster.”
“So you agree with the Chief Deputy? This Holton fellow is perpetrating a ruse?”
I didn’t know people actually said things like “perpetrating a ruse” in real life.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I said.
Costa looked annoyed. “What exactly are you saying, Mr. Becker?”
“It’s ‘Beck’ . . . anyway, I don’t believe for a minute a meteor landed in Rodney’s yard. But I’m not so sure something didn’t fall out of the sky at Rodney’s place.”
I explained the inconsistency between Rodney’s expository style and his admission that he had only heard the meteor hit and not seen it. I steered clear of my legally privileged conversation with Rodney the day after the “meteor strike.”
Agent Costa jotted a note on his pad. It probably said something like, “Don’t like Becker already.”
“Anything else?” he asked, again looking my way.
“Do you think he wants to hear about what Benny saw, Gunner?” I asked, turning to the Chief Deputy.
Gunner looked peeved. “No. I don’t,” he said, with finality.
Costa made a note. “Who is this Benny? And what did he say?” His questions were directed at Gunner.
Gunner rolled his eyes at me.
“He’s just a crazy old coot with an active imagination. Heavy drinker. Prob’ly PTSD from Vietnam. You know . . . Agent Orange or somethin’.”
Agent Costa nodded knowingly.
“Of course,” I said, “he did witness Holton bringing the meteor in from his field. And then there was the guy he saw snooping around Rodney’s farm in the middle of the night. You know who I’m talking about, Gunner. The one that was shooting at the cows?”
Gunner cleared his throat. “So you see, Agent Costa, why I discount Benny’s information. And why you have to take Becker here with a grain of salt.”
“It’s ‘Beck,’” I said to Gunner. “And just because shooting at cows may be funny, one can’t discard it for what it’s worth.”
“And what would that be, Mr. Becker?” Costa asked.
“Well . . . I suppose you’d have to judge for yourself, Agent. But to me, it says there was somebody skulking around Rodney Holton’s farm in the middle of the night. I’d say that’s worth looking into, whether they were cow hunting or not.”
Agent Costa considered for a moment. “I will concede your point, Mr. Becker. A prowler deserves my attention. Now, unless you have more deep background on this meteor business, we should be off.”
“Off where?” I asked.
“Holton’s farm, of course. I want to see his meteor.”
* * *
I was happy to tag along. I wanted a closer look at the toasted bowling ball.
I sat in the back seat of Agent Costa’s black Lincoln on the way out to Holton’s farm. Gunner had demanded to ride shotgun.
“So Agent Costa,” I said by way of passing time, “why do you care so much about Rodney’s sideshow?”
“I’m afraid that’s ‘need to know,’ Beck. If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” I checked the mirror to see whether he was smiling. Not even a twitch.
It was probably FBI humor, but I found it unsettling nonetheless.
* * *
Based on a few knocks on Rodney’s front door, followed by some peering through his windows, it appeared Rodney was not at home.
While we debated how to proceed, we heard a cow bawling from the direction of the cow yard, followed shortly by a flurry of curses and expletives. We tracked the sound of the ruckus around the corner of the red wooden cattle barn and down an embankment toward the cow yard – the penned area where the cows gathered to be fed and watered.
Soon, the reason for the noise became apparent. Rodney had trapped a decent-sized Hereford steer between a movable steel gate and the wooden fence of the cow yard and was trying to negotiate the animal into a holding pen twenty feet farther along. Being fully occupied with the physical demands of wrangling this steer, Rodney hadn’t noticed our arrival.
“Can you use a hand over there?” I called. The other two guys looked at me like I’d lost my mind.
Rodney braced himself against the steel gate and chanced a look in our direction. “Becker?”
“Yeah,” I said. “You look like you could use some help.” I started climbing the slatted wooden fence. I had some experience in my youth handling cattle on a farm not far from here.
“Hell, yes,” Rodney said, a rasp of exertion and fatigue in his voice. “Grab that smaller gate over there.” He pointed. “You push him along and I’ll steer him into the pen.”
I picked up the gate that Rodney had indicated and assumed a position behind the reluctant animal. Together, we made good progress, and within minutes, we’d managed to maneuver the thousand pound steer into the holding pen.
Rodney leaned his buttocks against a post and bent over, trying to catch his breath. I looked at the steer in the pen. He was favoring one of his hind legs.
“He’s lame,” I said. “Is that why you wanted to separate him? Or did we hurt him on the way over here?”
Rodney’s oxygen debt was easing. “No,” he said between breaths. “He’s lame. Gotta get the vet to take a look.” More breathing. “I been arguing with this sonofabitch for the past hour.” He looked at a watch on his left wrist. “The vet should be here any minute.” Still bent over, he turned to me and shook my hand. “Thanks for your help, Becker. Bastard about killed me dead.”
“It’s an easier chore with two,” I said. “Haven’t you got a hired hand to help you out with stuff like this?”
Holton had returned to vertical, but was still leaning against the wooden pole. “Nah. This is the first time I’ve had to corner one of ‘em on my own though. I’ll get some help next time.” He took a final deep breath and rallied off the pole. “Sonofabitch!” It was an expression of exhaustion, not irritation.
I laughed. “Survival’s the key,” I said with a smile.
“I s’pose so.” Rodney finally took notice of my companions – the uniformed Chief Deputy and the black-suited Ichabod Crane. “So what brings you folks out here? Hope you’re not lookin’ for the exhibit ‘cause I took it down yesterday. Not enough demand, you know.” He pointed at me. “And you already saw it.”
“All forty bucks’ worth,” I said. Now that was an expression of irritation.
Costa held his badge and credentials at arms’ length toward Rodney and me.
“I am Agent Costa of the FBI and you may know Chief Deputy Sheriff Gunderson. We came to speak with you.” The law men still stood outside the fence and showed no inclination to join Rodney and me among the cow dung in the yard. “Have you a place we can sit and visit?”
“Sure. Right.” Rodney was still trying to catch his breath. “Picnic table in front of the house. If you all don’t mind waitin’ a couple minutes, Mr. Becker and I will hose off our boots and be right up.” Rodney glanced down at my ruined deck shoes and filthy pants legs. “Sorry about those. You should wear boots on a farm.”
“Thanks for the tip,” I said. “Let’s just hose the manure off and go talk.” The shoes and Chinos were likely ruined. I really should wear boots on a farm.
There was an agricultural spigot on a standing pipe alongside the barn with a rubber hose already attached. Rinsing manure off footwear is routine business on a cattle farm. As I think I mentioned, I have some experience.
A few minutes later we joined Gunner and Costa at the green picnic table near Rodney’s front door. They stood as we arrived. Then we all sat, with the cops on one side of the table and Rodney and me on the other.
“So, fellas, what can I help you with?” Rodney had picked out Costa as the point man.
“We’re here to see the meteor,” Costa said, “and to ask you a few questions.”
“Well, the meteor ain’t handy just now. So how ‘bout we start with your questions . . . if you all don’t mind?”
“Very well,” Costa continued. “Exactly when and where did you find the object in question?”
Rodney considered.
I assumed he didn’t want to admit his space rock hadn’t landed in a crater on his lawn, as he’d so widely advertised. But he also didn’t want trouble for lying to the police.
Rodney leaned in. “Can we keep this just between us?”
Costa leaned close to Rodney. “No. That’s not how this is going to work. And I’ll be asking the questions. All you need to do is tell us the truth. Easy peasy.” Costa leaned back to upright.
Easy peasy?
Rodney leaned back, too. “Yessir. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.” Rodney slipped off his seed cap and scratched the back his head. He clearly was still deciding which truth, or how much of it, he was going to share. I knew Costa and Gunner were thinking the same thing I was. Rodney was not slick enough to con trained investigators.
“Okay,” he said at last. “Here’s the deal. But I’d appreciate it if you all didn’t spread it ‘round more than necessary.”
“No promises,” Costa said.
“Right. Here’s the deal,” Rodney said again. “I’m out in my fields – it’s Sunday afternoon, I guess – and I’m sittin’ on my tractor, just sorta checkin’ the corn, ya know. Then outta nowhere, I hear this thumpin’ sound in the corn. Maybe a bear, I’m thinkin’, or a big ‘coon.”
I wondered what had become of the wolverine.
“So I get off the tractor to check it out. That’s when I see the meteor. I thought it was a meteor then, but I learnt different. It’s a meteor-ite. That’s what they’re called after they hit the ground.”
Rodney was thinking on the fly and he was buying time. As long as he was still talking, I figured Costa would wait him out.
“Anyway . . . this meteor has knocked down two rows of my corn for close to forty feet. I can show you the spot if you want?”
“Maybe later,” Costa said.
“So I’m still not sure what this thing really is. I mean it had to . . . like . . . fall right outta the sky. So I look around to see if somebody’s messin’ with me or somethin’. But there’s nobody there. It’s just me and the space rock.”
Rodney checked Costa and Gunner to see if they were still with him. I almost laughed. Of course he had the attention of his audience. This wasn’t a show . . . it was a police investigation. Rodney was definitely not as smooth as his reputation implied.
“So I figure this thing’s maybe worth a couple bucks. The news guys on TV said that Russian meteor could be worth millions, you know.” Rodney checked his audience again.
“Go on,” Costa said.
It was pretty clear by this point that Gunner was going to let the federal agent take the lead. Naturally. Gunner still considered the whole idea of investigating a meteor a waste of time. On the other hand, I was pretty sure Agent Costa had his reasons for coming out to the boonies of Ottawa County – reasons he had yet to disclose.
“So I wrap this meteor up in my shirt – it’s a light cotton plaid. I can get it for you if you want.”
“Maybe later,” Costa said. “Keep going.”
“So I bring the meteor back to the house.” Rodney paused. “That’s about it.”
“So the object in question just fell out of the sky, is that right?” Costa asked.
“Far as I can tell.” Rodney wiped his palms down the front of his shirt and looked at all three of us in turn.
“And you thought it was a bear, but it turned out to be this meteor,” Costa said.
“Yeah. I know it sounds goofy. But I just couldn’t figure what it might be . . . you know . . . out in the middle of a corn field.” Rodney removed his cap again, this time to draw a shirt sleeve across his perspiring brow.
“Okay, Mr. Holton. Let’s have a look at this meteor, shall we?” Costa said, standing.
Rodney balked at the suggestion. “Whatta you need to see it for?”
“I’ll ask the questions, Mr. Holton. Now, where is the meteor?” Costa had the TV cop role down to a science.
Rodney twisted like a cornered gerbil. So far, for me at least, this interview had been far more entertaining than any of Rodney’s shows.
“Am I in some kinda trouble here?” Rodney said eventually. “‘Cause if it’s illegal to sell meteors without a license or something, I didn’t know nothin’ about it.”
“Mr. Holton,” Costa said, with authority. “The meteor.”
“Okay. Okay.” Rodney had buckled. “I got it hid in the old chicken coop. I’ll show ya.” He rose from the table and we all followed him to a weathered, red wooden building where Rodney forced open both halves – top and bottom – of the sagging wood door.
“It’s in the fourth roost on the left,” he said, pointing the way for Agent Costa.
Costa eyed the chicken droppings that covered the concrete floor. “Please bring it to us,” he said.
Rodney shrugged then disappeared around the corner of the dark doorway.
It’s not unusual for chicken coops to have hinged wooden window covers so the farmer can control the laying hens’ perception of daytime, and with some regularity, increase their egg production. The windows were presently shuttered, hence the murky dimness inside the coop.
“What the hell!” It was Rodney.
Costa stepped inside at this point, one hand on his service weapon. “What seems to be the problem?”
“It’s gone,” Rodney said, his eyes wide and chin hanging. “Some bastard stole it.” He turned to Agent Costa. “You! You took it, you sonofabitch!”
If this was an act, it was a much better one than Rodney had put on so far today.
* * *
It took a while to get Rodney calmed down, and a while longer to convince him that it didn’t make sense for us to steal his meteor and then come around asking for it.
We were standing outside the chicken coop.
“Can you think of anyone who would want to take the meteor?” Costa asked.
“Hell, anybody who likes money,” Rodney said, still flustered. “That thing’s worth a fortune.”
“Has anything unusual happened around your farm in the past few days . . . anything out of the ordinary. It doesn’t have to relate to the meteor,” Costa continued, working his way through the usual law enforcement checklist.
Rodney thought for a good minute before answering.
“A few days ago,” he said, “the dog started barkin’ in the middle of the night. He kept it up for prob’ly five minutes. I got up and looked out the house windows, but I didn’t see nothin’ funny.”
“It is unusual for your dog to bark at night?” Agent Costa asked.
“Not really. He’ll chase a ‘coon on occasion. Or maybe there’ll be a possum under the porch. But he usually quits after just a little while. This time was longer. But I still had the meteor after that.”
“When did you last see the meteor?” Costa continued.
“Lemme think,” Rodney said, removing his cap to scratch his scalp. “It would’ve been this morning, when I moved the bags. No . . . wait. I didn’t move ‘em today yet ‘cause the steer went lame and I had to deal with that. So it was last night when I saw it last . . . about ten o’clock.”
“And where was it then, Mr. Holton?” Costa asked.
“It was in the goddamn chicken coop! Where do ya think?” Rodney slapped his cap on one pants leg for emphasis.
Costa shrugged. “Just making sure.” He made a note on his pocket pad. “And what are these bags you mentioned?”
“It was for security, ya know. I got three backpacks. One has the real meteor and the other two are decoys.” He looked at Gunner and me. “Keep the robbers guessing, ya know?”
“I see,” Costa went on. “Are you certain the missing bag is the one with the meteor and not one of the decoys.”
“Geez, how stupid do you think I am?”
“I’ll ask the questions, Mr. Holton,” Costa said. He didn’t miss a beat.
Yeah, I’m sure,” Rodney said, giving in to Costa’s persistent interrogation approach. “The damn meteor’s gone.”
“Very well. Now . . . can you think of anything else out of the ordinary?”
Costa’s interrogation had entered what computer programmers would call a “loop.” He would keep asking the same question, over and over, until Rodney ran out of answers.
Rodney was still in shock from the alleged loss of his meteor, and probably fatigued from the morning’s steer wrestling. He raised both arms, letting them fall to his sides.
“I can’t think of nothing else,” he said.
I’d been quiet for a long time and I thought I might chime in.
“Do your cattle go lame often?” I asked.
Both Costa and Gunner looked over at me.
“Almost never. Why? You think they ate the meteor or something?” Rodney was losing patience.
“No,” I said. “Not really.”
A small pickup with a box on the back and the words “Goodhue Veterinary Services” on the side appeared in the turnaround by the house. A man wearing tall rubber boots climbed out of the cab.
“That’s the vet,” Rodney said. “I gotta go. You guys find my damn meteor!”
“Do you mind if we look around?” Costa asked as Rodney walked away.
“Knock yourselves out,” he said without turning back.
 



CHAPTER 13
Pyongyang, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. The day before the meteor went missing.
After locating the lost capsule, the Koreans wasted no time contacting an agent in the United States. As luck would have it, one of their operatives lived much closer to the landing site than they had any right to expect.
Initial contact was made through one of many web-based email accounts Pyongyang had established specifically for clandestine communications. The Americans could intercept and decode North Korea’s most sophisticated digital transmissions, yet these simple email accounts had escaped detection.
The agent was directed to acquire the capsule as soon as possible and await further instructions.
* * *
Shortly after midnight, the Korean agent’s car pulled off the gravel road, parking in a small cluster of poplars and scrubs less than a kilometer from Rodney Holton’s farm.
The first order of business was identifying the exact location of the capsule. Pyongyang had provided the agent with the frequency on which a tiny radio inside the capsule would transmit its GPS coordinates. In order to conserve battery power, and to minimize the risk of detection and triangulation by the Americans, the transmitter would issue a single “burst” transmission every thirty minutes.
The agent tuned a shortwave radio receiver to the specified frequency and waited.
If both the long range GPS beacon and the short range radio transmitter had malfunctioned, it would be necessary to take a more aggressive approach to finding the capsule. The agent knew that the farm owner, and sole occupant, would have knowledge of the capsule’s whereabouts. The agent also knew that, contrary to media reports, torture was, in fact, an effective means of extracting information in certain circumstances. It was likely to work here. But locating the capsule via radio would be much less messy.
Twenty minutes later, the agent’s radio receiver beeped and a set of GPS coordinates appeared on the unit’s display. There would be no torture tonight after all.
Dressed in black from head to foot, the agent exited the car, and tuning a GPS locator to the proper coordinates, jogged off toward Rodney Holton’s farm to retrieve the missing capsule.
 



CHAPTER 14
Ottawa County, Minnesota.
On the ride back to Red Wing from Rodney’s farm, I was again relegated to the back seat. Insulted but undeterred, I leaned forward with my forearms in the center of the front seat and my head resting on my wrists.
“Wow,” I said.
“Wow, what?” It was Gunner. He seemed startled by my proximity to his left ear.
“Wow. Bad day for Rodney, huh? First his steer goes lame, then the FBI shows up to give him a grilling, and to top it off, somebody steals his meteor. Just . . . wow.”
“Why don’t you sit back in your seat, Beck,” Gunner said. “You’re breathin’ down my neck.”
“Right,” I said, but didn’t move.
“It’s definitely been a bad day for Rodney . . . but I’m wondering about Agent Costa’s morning. How are things going for the FBI? I mean, you came all the way to Ottawa County just to see the meteor, and now it’s gone. Poof!”
“Is there a question in there somewhere?” Costa asked, a hint of acerbity in his voice.
“Yeah. There is. What, exactly, were you hoping to get out of our visit with Rodney this morning? And don’t tell me ‘a meteor.’”
“I am not at liberty to discuss this matter further. You will just have to use your imagination,” Costa replied.
“What?” I said. Sometimes the short questions get you the longest answers.
“It’s ‘need to know,’ Becker. Now can we drop it?” Costa eyed me in the mirror.
“Call me ‘Beck,’ please.” I knew I was pushing it, but what the hell. “I feel like we’ve really gotten to know each other this morning, what with me slopping around in cow crap and you with chicken poop on your wingtips. It’s like we’ve got a bond or something.”
Costa kept his cool . . . and continued driving.
“Beck,” Gunner said, “you can be a real pain in the ass. Now sit back and shut up for two minutes, would ya.”
I was being a pain. I had to give him that. But it was irritating to be left in the dark. I sat back, pretending to pout. Not another word was said until we had re-entered the LEC reception area. Then it was Costa who spoke.
“I’d like a word, please,” he said as we all entered the reception area.
“Let’s go back in here,” Gunner said, opening the conference room door.
“No. Not you. Becker.”
Gunner was nonplussed. “What?”
“Thank you, Chief Deputy,” Costa said.
Gunner huffed then let the conference room door close.
“Right. I got it. He’s all yours, Agent. Good luck.” Gunner turned toward the inner offices and disappeared through the doorway.
Agent Costa waved me inside the conference room and closed the door behind us. I had no idea why I deserved the special attention. In fact, it felt like I’d been sent to the Principal’s Office for shooting spitballs down Mary Lou’s blouse.
Costa motioned me to a chair and we both sat. He dug through his pockets producing a cell phone, his trusty notepad and pen, and a pair of handcuffs, all of which went on the table top. Finally, he pulled a .45 caliber American Eagle pistol from his shoulder holster and laid it carefully on its side. Its silvery barrel and body gleamed under the intense fluorescents.
Then . . . he stretched, raising both arms above his head and letting out an uncovered yawn.
I have to admit. He had me stumped. I had no idea whether he was going to ask my advice, or tear me a new one.
“You’re good,” I said at last.
“You noticed,” Costa replied, picking up the ballpoint and twiddling it between his fingers. “You are probably wondering why I asked you in here just now.”
“Did Dan Trew say you had to be nice to me?” I smiled.
Agent Costa laughed out loud.
“I like your sense of humor, Beck. But I wanted to speak with you alone because Gunderson doesn’t have the necessary clearance. What I’ve got to say is Top Secret and strictly ‘need-to-know.’ Got it?”
So Rodney’s meteor really was Classified.
“Scout’s honor.” I raised a three-finger salute. “You have my undivided attention, Agent. What have you got?”
“I am here under the auspices of the Department of Homeland Security. DHS has reason to believe that Mr. Holton’s missing meteor may, in fact, contain a biologic agent sent to us courtesy of the North Korean regime.”
I had to admit, I hadn’t seen that one coming.
“Really? Ottawa County? You’re not serious.”
“I am serious indeed,” Costa said with a straight face. “We believe the North Koreans’ targeting may have been somewhat . . . haphazard. They probably weren’t aiming for Ottawa County specifically. This is just where their package landed.”
“Okay,” I said. “Supposing I buy that, how exactly does DHS figure the Koreans threw a rock all the way to our side of the world without us detecting a missile launch or at least intercepting the missile en route?”
I just had to ask, you know.
“We detected the North Korean launch all right. It was the afternoon of December 12th, 2012.”
“That’s one slow rocket,” I said.
Costa ignored my commentary.
“Our current intelligence suggests that the suspect payload has been orbiting the globe for almost eight months. Supposedly, the DPRK stowed a capsule of some type inside the defunct weather satellite they shot into space last December.”
“That would be the satellite our government described as a ‘dishwasher wrapped in tinfoil’? The same one our intelligence folks said was ‘dead on arrival’ in space? The one that was supposed to be tumbling randomly and without power? That’s the satellite you say launched this attack?”
I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in the swiveling conference chair. It was pretty comfy for government-issue furniture.
“Yes,” Costa said. “That would be the one. Last Sunday, one week ago, a physics student at The Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff had booked time on their optical telescope. She decided, just for the heck of it, to try to locate the North Korean satellite. At first, she thought she’d spotted something else. It wasn’t tumbling when she saw it. Its attitude appeared stable. But upon rechecking her data, she concluded that this was, indeed, the North Korean bird. She told her professor and he reported the change in the satellite’s attitude to STRATCOM at Cheyenne Mountain.”
“The fact that, after eight months, Pyongyang has finally got its satellite’s gyros working doesn’t mean a lot,” I said. “You must have something more.” I wasn’t an engineer, but I understood the concept of stabilizing a satellite using onboard gyroscopes, and a stabilized satellite didn’t seem like much of a threat to me.
“Indeed. After the grad student gave them the heads up, STRATCOM tuned one of its assets on the Korean satellite and whattya know, it has an open hatch and an empty compartment.”
“Hmm,” I said.
“So they tracked the satellite’s path backward and eventually spotted a new piece of space junk that hadn’t gone through SSN’s fence yet. You know about that, right?”
“A little,” I said. “They can’t track all the orbiting objects in real time so they catch them in a stationary beam once every orbit.” I wasn’t sure when I had come by that piece of information. Probably a long time ago. “So did they track it to Ottawa County? And how come it took you a week to get here?”
“As technologically advanced as our space defenses are,” Costa said, “there are still some . . . shall we say . . . dark spots. When the object entered the atmosphere, it was between viewpoints, and the best STRATCOM and NORAD could give us was a five hundred square mile landing zone.”
“That’ll slow you up,” I said. “So how’d you finally pin it down to Holton’s place?”
“I am informed that one of the fellows that flies drones over Afghanistan was kicking back for a relaxing evening in the barracks at Edwards Air Force Base when he came across a meteor for sale on Ebay. One thing led to another, and eventually the information reached us . . . yesterday evening. So here I am.” He spread his arms demonstratively.
“Okay,” I said, righting myself in the chair. “That sounds plausible enough to me. But why do we think there might be a biologic agent involved?”
“That piece of intel comes to us via a CIA informant in Pyongyang. The United States may not have an embassy there, but that doesn’t mean we are without ground assets. Our agent’s information is pretty general . . . just that the DPRK has a biologic attack in progress against the U.S. The brain trust in Washington tied the biologic threat to the satellite.”
“I’m glad to hear we’re all still communicating,” I said, a touch of irony in my voice. “So I’m guessing, at this point, everyone knows there’s space junk in Ottawa County, and not too many folks who truly believe it’s a threat to life and limb.”
“That’s about the size of it,” Costa acknowledged. “But it is my job, nevertheless, to track this Korean capsule down and make damn sure there is no danger. Now . . . you have knowledge of the local area and personnel. I was hoping you and I could work together on this project.”
Rodney’s meteor had suddenly become more intriguing than I could have imagined.
“I’m in,” I said. “So what’s our next move?”
 



CHAPTER 15
Ames, Iowa.
Jeannie Evans was worried about her husband, Kent. He’d been working a lot lately, much more than at any other time during their twelve year marriage. She knew Kent’s drug sales had foundered since the economic downturn. And she trusted that he was doing everything possible to keep their family’s finances in order. But a few weeks ago there was the three day trip to Texas, where Kent had employed what Jeannie considered to be implausible excuses for not staying in touch with her. Then there were the seemingly endless hours spent at the University Lab, including one overnighter.
Kent was under a lot of pressure. And when married men were feeling unfulfilled by their labors, Jeannie knew, they were prone to seeking fulfillment elsewhere, most commonly, in the arms of another woman. It was this thought that was echoing through her brain the night Kent returned late from the lab to find her sobbing in bed.
“Jeannie. What’s wrong? Are the kids okay?” He moved to the bedside to comfort her, but she pushed him away.
Kent stood there, dumfounded, as Jeannie gathered her composure to speak.
“Are you having an affair?” she asked, her voice quavering. “Tell me the truth, Kent. Is there another woman?” Jeannie’s teary, bloodshot eyes begged for more than an answer – more than a confession or denial.
“Oh, Jeannie. No. Of course not.” He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away.
“Where have you been?” she demanded.
“I told you before . . . at the lab. They’re paying me now for cleaning up. It’s not a lot, but everything helps.”
“What about that Texas trip, and the all-nighter? How much were you paid for those times?”
Kent’s heart sank as he struggled for words that would comfort his distraught wife – that would make everything okay. He knew the truth would be little better than Jeannie’s fears of an affair. Even if he had wanted to tell her, he couldn’t make her an accomplice to his crime.
He kneeled beside the bed, longing to touch her, to take her pain and make it his.
“I don’t know what to tell you, Love,” he said, at last. “Texas was a marketing venture. I didn’t get paid for the trip, but sales there should benefit over time. And the all-nighter . . . was just that. One of the professors had three grad assistants working around the clock on a series of experiments. I volunteered to take the night shift to pick up a few dollars . . . you know . . . to try to help make ends meet.”
“I don’t know how I can believe you, Kent. You’ve been so . . . distant . . . lately. You barely touch me, and it seems like we’re never intimate anymore.” Renewed sobs convulsed through her limp body, her chest heaving with each gasping breath.
It was true, Kent knew. He’d neglected her, but it wasn’t for the arms of another woman.
“Oh, Jeannie,” Kent whispered as he moved beside her on the sheet, wrapping a hug around her shoulders. At first she resisted, but finally yielded to his embrace.
“Come here, Jeannie. Come to me. It’ll be all right. I promise. I promise. Shh. Shh.”
She buried her tear-stained face in his chest, her sobs gradually subsiding. In the dim light of the bed stand lamp, he held her close for long minutes, kissing the top of her head and willing her sorrow to cease.
She would be okay this time, Kent was fairly certain. But he couldn’t keep working long hours for little money. And he couldn’t maintain the charade that his family was financially secure forever. The dunning calls to his office had already begun. His home phone would certainly be next.
And most of all, he couldn’t continue lying to his wife.
Fortunately, there was a plan in motion in Ottawa County that had potential to solve all of Kent’s worries. The news should break any day now. He just had to hold on a little . . . bit . . . longer.
 



CHAPTER 16
Red Wing, Minnesota.
“Hello,” I called into the kitchen as the back porch screen door slammed behind me. No answer.
“Hello?” I tried once more, this time directing my voice up our central staircase. Still no response.
Since I’d seen Beth’s Mitsubishi convertible in the garage, I deduced that she was either out for a walk, or relaxing on the front porch. The latter proved to be true. I found her reclining on the settee with a magazine and a tall glass of iced tea.
“Oh hey, Babe,” Beth said, looking up from her reading and flashing me a smile.
I smiled back.
“That tea looks good,” I said, wiping the back of one hand across my forehead. “I’m gonna grab a glass for myself. Can I get you anything?”
“No thanks.”
Our front screen porch on Jefferson Avenue is one of Beth’s favorite spots to kick back, at least when temperatures accommodate. We both spend a lot of time there on summer evenings watching Minnesota Twins baseball on an aging square television. Property crime is practically nonexistent in our neighborhood. But if a passing thief happened to be enterprising enough to tote the massive 31-inch Samsung off our premises, he or she was welcome to it.
I returned to the porch with my iced tea, garnished with lemon of course, and perched myself on a wicker chair. Beth swung her feet to the floor and laid the magazine on her lap.
“So tell me . . . what does the FBI want with Rodney Holton’s meteor?” she asked.
“Technically,” I said, “it’s a meteor-ite. Not to be a nitpicker or anything. It officially became a meteorite when it landed.”
“And that’s what you guys talked about? I’m sorry, Babe, but that’s sorta . . . what’s the word . . . sad.” She leaned back and opened the magazine. It was this month’s issue of In Style and it featured an attractive young woman on the cover.
Beth turned a page and began humming. After a few measures I recognized the song. Baby, Baby, Don’t Get Hooked on Me.
“It’s come to that, has it?” I said.
Beth closed the magazine and returned it to her lap.
“What’s your security clearance again?” I asked.
Beth dipped a finger in her iced tea and flicked the liquid at me.
“Same as yours, wise guy. Now . . . if you’ve got some tasty intel about meteor-ites, you’d better spill it, or face my wrath.” Beth displayed her wrath-filled wife look. It was intimidating . . . but in a really pretty way.
“Okay,” I said. “Here’s the scoop. The FBI guy knows somebody in DC, who knows somebody at STRATCOM, who knows this really sharp graduate student at The Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff, who thinks the North Korean weather satellite probably isn’t tumbling anymore. And . . . he also knows somebody at the CIA, who knows somebody on the street in Pyongyang, who believes he may have overheard some discussion of North Korea threatening the United States with a biological attack.”
I paused to catch my breath. Beth remained politely attentive.
“Anyway, based on the foregoing Top Secret intelligence, Agent Costa . . . that’s the FBI guy . . . has been tasked with investigating Rodney’s, allegedly anthrax-filled, meteor.”
I waited for Beth’s assessment.
“It sounds like intelligence gathering has become somewhat more . . . randomized . . . than when I worked at Langley. Still, it does keep folks like you off the street.” She smiled.
“Want to know where this goose chase gets interesting?” I said, smiling back.
“It gets interesting? Yes. Please. Let’s get to that part.”
Humor.
“Somebody stole Rodney’s meteor.”
“Huh,” Beth said. “I did not see that one coming. We’re sure it’s been stolen and that Rodney isn’t just jerking our chains?”
I noticed the change in pronouns and grinned. It wouldn’t have been appropriate to comment, though. So I didn’t.
“I don’t know about Costa’s assessment,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure Rodney isn’t faking. He’s not subtle enough to be convincing on the fly.”
Beth thought for a moment.
“So I would guess the FBI will be sending a forensics team out to Rodney’s farm to look for trace evidence. If Rodney hasn’t gotten sick from handling the meteor, it’s probably too early for a HazMat team. But we’ll need to pick up the meteor’s trail somewhere. It seems that Rodney’s farm is the logical place to start.”
“I agree one hundred percent,” I said. “But I baited the hook yesterday. I asked Bull to do some reconnoitering out near Holton’s. If we’re lucky, he was there when the meteor disappeared.”
I checked the time on my cell. “He should be here any minute.”
“Oh, that’s nice,” Beth said. “Bull’s one of favorite people.”
 



CHAPTER 17
Suburban Minneapolis, Minnesota.
The sign on the side of the light grey panel van read: “Park Heating and Cooling.” Johnny Shin Cho’s father-in-law had started the commercial HVAC business nearly forty years ago with a family loan and a solid work ethic. He’d grown the company, bit by bit, into a Korean-American success story. At its peak, Park employed a crew of thirty-two field technicians and an office staff of three.
That was in 2007, before the American housing bubble burst, gutting the construction trades.
Two years later, in 2009, the company founder had succumbed to a heart condition, exacerbated by a long term smoking habit and the stress of economic contraction. As the only family member working in the business, Johnny had been Park senior’s obvious successor.
After assuming the helm, he had piloted the sinking enterprise through several rounds of layoffs, voluntary furloughs, and finally, a union strike. The latter ordeal had resulted in severe losses to the already dwindling pool of regular customers, and by 2010, had effectively shuttered the business.
Now, with Johnny as its only fulltime employee, Park Heating and Cooling was undergoing what sports analysts would call a rebuilding phase. A part time receptionist scheduled appointments while Johnny juggled three contract installers from one short-term project to the next.
Johnny Shin Cho was reasonably satisfied with the business in its current state. He was able to work some of the job sites himself, which was what he really enjoyed doing anyway. And his income sufficed to cover his middleclass household’s monthly bills, with a reasonable amount to spare for discretionary purchases.
Johnny’s wife, Sun-Hi, was not as thrilled with their economic status. She had enjoyed the benefits of her father’s six figure income through her teens and early twenties. When she married Johnny in 2005, she had every expectation that Johnny would eventually take over the family business, the steady cash flow would continue, and she would go on living the lifestyle to which she had become accustomed.
Her husband’s current wage was not satisfactory – not satisfactory at all.
Johnny couldn’t help but recognize Sun-Hi’s desires for higher living, and of course, he felt responsible for her happiness. The business had gone down on his watch, after all.
That was why, on this afternoon, Johnny’s panel van carried a special package – a charred orb which he understood to hold an opportunity for considerable wealth, and his wife’s undying gratitude. He hadn’t been advised as to the sphere’s exact contents other than it held, at its heart, a fragile capsule of some sort. He had been told to proceed one step at a time concerning this project, then await further instructions.
Loyal and obedient fellow that he was, Johnny was on the way to his workshop to cut the thing open.
He had gleaned from previous conversations that the object and its contents were almost certainly illegal. That didn’t pose a problem for him, though. Crime, he understood, was the most reliable way for someone to make a large sum of money in a short period of time. So he was pleased to find the shop locked and deserted . . . with no one present to observe or interrupt him while he executed his first illicit assignment.
He had no idea what sort of material the shell of this object was made of, so the first step was to make a visual evaluation. He used a lighted swing-arm magnifier to scrutinize the object's exterior. The surface, he noted, though generally uniform, was filled with tiny pits, as if the entire object had been subjected to intense heat. Perhaps some sort of ceramic?
On the other hand, the entire package was quite light for its size. Ceramic should be heavier, unless the ceramic was only a very thin crust. Perhaps the interior was a molded polymer?
His visual inspection revealed no obvious path to the sphere’s inner chamber, so Johnny first attempted the least invasive approach – he tried scoring it with a box cutter. The knife made a line in the blackened surface, but nothing more. When he pressed harder though, the blade penetrated the hardened exterior and sank in its full length – about an inch. He carved a small wedge of material off the sphere to make a better assessment of its composition.
Although the outside fraction of an inch was hardened and brittle, the interior of the shell was like a dense foam, or maybe a comparison to balsa wood was more accurate. In any case, cracking this nut shouldn’t pose a problem, as long as he exercised care not to damage the “fragile capsule,” whose dimensions he did not know.
Switching to a coping saw, Johnny began methodically carving off slices around the exterior of the shell, reducing the object’s diameter as he worked from the outside in.
After whittling the sphere down to the size of duckpin ball, Johnny thought he caught a glimpse of something shiny inside. This must be the capsule. It looked metallic. Perhaps not as fragile as he had been informed. So much the better.
Trading the crafting saw for a plastic rasp, he continued removing the shell material, sending a flittering of tan particles to the concrete floor with each stroke until the silvery capsule came into focus. He removed the final remnants of the shell casing by surrounding the softball size interior capsule with a coarse cloth, holding it in both hands and rubbing vigorously. After a few minutes the cleaned capsule emerged, silver, shiny, and weighing about a pound.
As much as he wanted to examine the capsule further, there was a dusty mess in the shop that needed to be cleaned up first. Using an industrial ShopVac, he set about erasing all trace of his afternoon activities.
 



CHAPTER 18
Red Wing, Minnesota.
Beth had gone back to examining haute couture in her magazine and I had begun scanning this week’s issue of Time when there was a soft knock at our screen door. I looked up. It was Bull – all six-foot-four, 235 pounds of him – grinning like a fox. How he had managed to sneak up on us as we sat on the front porch, literally ten feet from where he now stood, was beyond me. I took a quick glance out to the street, and sure enough, Bull’s red Jeep Cherokee was parked right in front.
“Who’s there?” I called, cupping a hand beside my mouth.
Bull leaned away from the door.
“You gonna let me in?” he said.
“Just kidding, my friend,” I said as I stood. “You can let yourself in, or I’ll be there in a second.”
Bull elected option one and accepted my hand as he entered.
Beth had gotten up, too, and now greeted the large Indian.
“Bull,” she said, smiling. “It’s great to see you.”
Beth took two prancing steps from the settee, and standing on her toes, threw a broad hug around Bull’s chest.
Bull kept his arms at his sides, declining to engage with Beth. He wasn’t being rude. He was just embarrassed. In fact, I thought I noticed his cheeks flushing red – though with an American Indian, it can be hard to tell for sure. Bull was never comfortable with such enthusiastic welcomes, but Beth repeated the ritual every time he visited our home. She insisted he would get used to it. Bull didn’t appear to be used to it yet.
Bull’s real name was Terry Red Feather. I don’t remember when I first heard Terry called Bull. But the name fit his imposing stature, and his tendency toward stubbornness as well. So I adopted the nickname and had called him by it ever since – probably more than seven years now. He didn’t seem to mind.
A full-blooded Mdewakanton Dakota American Indian, born on the local Prairie River Reservation, Bull left his home and family at the age of sixteen to join the army. At the time, he was required to be at least eighteen to enlist, but documentation of his birth on the reservation was nonexistent. And he was big enough and strong enough, so the army was pleased to have his assistance.
After he left the Rez to ‘be all that he could be,’ Bull’s family and friends heard nothing from him for more than twenty years. Based on Terry’s behavior as a teen, they assumed he had been killed in a knife fight at some bar.
Then one day about ten years ago, he had shown up on the doorstep of his parents’ home on the Rez. Bull never told his family or friends where he had been for twenty years. And after a few altercations, folks quit asking. I only found out myself a couple years ago when his former Sergeant came to Red Wing looking for Bull.
It turns out he had been in the Army Rangers, with a specialty in EOD – that’s Explosive Ordnance Disposal. Only EODs seldom disposed of ordnance. Mostly, they blew things up. Bull had learned that skill, and many more. I was thankful to have his assistance on investigative projects, such as Rodney’s meteor, when he was available . . . which was almost always.
Bull didn’t live on the reservation anymore. He owned a custom built, log-style house on a Wisconsin bluff overlooking the Mississippi River valley, together with forty acres of wooded land to spare. A modern-day Native.
Beth released Bull from her bear hug and beamed a smile up at him.
“It’s been a while, Bull,” she said. “How’ve you been?”
“Good,” he said. Then remembering his manners, he added, “Thanks.”
Bull was never much for extraneous chatter. I decided to rescue him from a polite session of small talk.
“Shall we go inside and enjoy the AC, or stay out here on the porch.” I indicated a sturdy wicker armchair for Bull.
“AC,” he said. “It’s hot.”
“Inside it is.” I led the way through the front entry and into the living room, where Bull selected one of the leather armchairs and made himself comfortable.
“Would you care for some iced tea, or Coke, or maybe a beer?” Beth asked, ever the attentive hostess.
“Beer . . . please.” Bull said.
“I’ll have one, too, Beth, if you don’t mind.”
“Ice cold beer coming up,” Beth said as she headed for the kitchen.
When she returned, I noticed she held three dark, longneck bottles in one hand. I assumed she’d decided to share a beer with us. But as it turned out, the extra bottle was a second for Bull.
“He looked thirsty,” Beth whispered, as she sat down beside me on the red leather sofa.
It had been a good call on Beth’s part because Bull downed the first bottle without pausing for air.
“Thank you,” he said to Beth. “That was good.”
“Shall we get started?” I said. Bull nodded and Beth waited.
“First off, how the heck did you sneak up on us while we were sitting on our front porch . . . in a red Jeep, to boot?” I really wanted to know.
“I pretended to be the neighbor’s lawn mower,” Bull said, as if that explained anything.
Bull never gave me straight answers to these types of questions. I don’t know why I kept asking.
“Okay,” I said. “Tell me what you were up to last night. Were you watching Benny?”
“Yeah.”
“Well . . . what was he doing?” I prodded.
“Surveillance, mostly.”
“What did that look like exactly?” I asked.
“He mostly spied on Holton’s farm. He started out in a tree, then crawled through the grass, then behind some big round hay bales, then more grass and more trees.” Bull looked at me like I was asking boring questions. “You know how surveillance goes. That’s what he was doin’.”
Bull took a pull on beer number two.
“Did he do anything suspicious?” I asked.
“You don’t think all that tree climbing and crawling around is suspicious?”
He had a point.
“Anything else suspicious? Did he go inside any buildings? Mess with the cattle? Anything like that?”
“Not as far as I could tell,” Bull said.
I needed to try another angle. “Was there any time when you weren’t able to keep your eyes on Benny?”
Bull rested the beer bottle in his lap, surrounding it with two massive hands.
“About 1:30 in the morning, he got in his car and drove off. He was gone about an hour. He wasn’t dressed for visiting, still wearing his night camo and black stocking cap. He must have been steaming in that getup. Last night was hot.”
“What were you wearing?” I asked, hoping for a useful tidbit.
“Me? I didn’t wear much,” he said. “My people blend in.” Bull smiled . . . at least I thought it was a smile. He might have just been baring his teeth at me.
“Anyway . . .” Bull continued, “Benny came back around 2:30 and started surveilling again. Just like before.”
“That’s it? You didn’t notice anything at all unusual?” I had hoped for more.
“Besides what I already told you?”
“Yes,” I said through gritted teeth. “Anything unusual besides that.” Sometimes Bull could really piss me off.
“Hell, yeah.” He said, then looked at Beth who been patiently listening this whole time. “Oops. Sorry for my language.”
“That’s okay,” Beth said, with a grin. “I’ve been to Langley.”
Bull nodded comprehension.
“Anyway . . .” I said.
“Anyway . . .” Bull went on, “there was lots of unusual stuff out there. Holton’s got a black bear living in his woods, for one. Plenty of scat around if you’re lookin’ for it.”
Well what do you know, Rodney had a bear out there after all.
“That’s nice,” I said. “Did you leave Yogi a pick-a-nick basket?” My wry humor was lost on Bull. He continued.
“There’s a rock quarry near Holton’s and somebody was in and out of there with a car in the last week or so. Footprints lead from there toward Holton’s.”
That was interesting. “About a week ago, you say?”
“Yeah. Give or take a day or two.” Bull lowered his eyebrows at me. “It ain’t easy to read tracks on rock.”
“No. No,” I said, backpedaling. “That’s just fine. I was just thinking out loud. Approximately a week is great.” Sheesh!
Bull crossed his legs with one ankle resting on the other knee and drank another swallow of beer.
“Anything else worth mentioning?” I said. “Anything at all?” This was like pulling carpet tacks.
“Yeah. There’s one more thing. Holton’s cattle are sick.” Bull tipped the bottle, emptying it.
“How do you know they’re sick? I was out there this morning and helped Rodney pen a lame steer. I didn’t notice anything.”
Beth stood. “Another beer, Bull?” Three beers for the big man equaled one for most folks.
“Hang on, Beth,” I said. I hadn’t touched my beer. I stood and offered it to Bull. He accepted it with a “Thank you.”
Beth sat down and patted my knee. “Thanks, Babe.” I smiled, but my mind was busy with Bull’s observation about Rodney’s sick cows. “Uh, sure. No problem, Hon.” I patted her hand. “So Bull, how do you know the cows are sick?”
“If you penned one lame one this morning, there’ll be at least four or five more tomorrow. That’s how many I saw favoring one hoof or the other. ‘Course the cattle weren’t all standing. Could be more lame ones lying down. And at least three of the steers were drooling and slobbering. Prob’ly mouth sores.”
“You got all that while you were watching Benny?” I asked.
Bull shrugged. “I’m good at watching,” he said.
Bull was definitely good at watching. He’d proven it on many occasions. Still, I wasn’t sure what to make of the sick cattle.
“Do you have any idea what made the cows sick? Or what they’re sick from?” I asked.
“I may be a good watcher, but I ain’t no veterinarian. I got no idea what’s ailing them cows.”
“Rodney was going to have a vet look at the steer we penned up this morning,” I said. “Maybe he found out something. I’m pretty sure I’ll be at his place again tomorrow anyway. I’ll ask.”
“You need me for some more watching again tonight?” Bull asked. His tone implied neither eagerness nor reluctance. It was a simple question.
“I don’t think so,” I said. “But I’ll keep you in the loop. Okay?”
Bull shrugged again. “Okay.”
I looked at Beth to see whether she had any questions for Bull. She gave her head a subtle sideways turn.
“You wanna tell me what’s goin’ on at Holton’s place?” Bull asked after a moment.
“Somebody took Rodney’s meteor from his chicken coop,” I said. “Probably last night.”
“Must be a pretty sneaky thief,” Bull said. “I didn’t see nobody else around Holton’s last night.”
“Well, I didn’t ask you to watch Holton’s place. I asked you to keep an eye on Benny.”
That was my mistake, I figured.
“True,” Bull said. “Any idea why somebody would steal a meteor?”
“I’m not sure yet. But I hope to know more tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll be in touch.”
After we said our goodbyes, with Bull enduring another warm hug from my lovely wife, Beth and I returned to the porch, sitting in silence for a minute or more.
“You’re thinking Rodney’s meteor made his cattle sick,” Beth said presently.
“It does seem like a pretty big coincidence,” I said. “He’s been moving that meteor all around his farm for more than a week. There would’ve been lots of opportunities for contamination of feed or water.”
“And if the meteor really is a biologic package from North Korea . . .” Beth said.
We shared a concerned look. We both knew what needed to be done.
“I’ve gotta call Costa,” I said. “Keep your fingers crossed.”
* * *
Agent Costa was inclined to take the matter of the sick cows at Holton’s farm seriously. Costa told me he needed to make a couple calls and would get back to me shortly. In the meantime, I should sit tight.
If I was the sort of person who was able to sit tight, my retirement would have followed an entirely different course. I may not have known the absolute best spot to be right now. But I did know at least one spot where there would be more action than 1011 Jefferson Avenue – Rodney Holton’s farm.
I checked my Beretta to be sure everything was in working order – I knew it would be, but it never hurts to be sure – then tucked it inside my belt.
Beth was in the kitchen fiddling on her computer.
“I’m going out to Holton’s,” I said. “I want to see what’s up with Rodney’s cows.”
Beth looked up from her laptop. “Do you think that’s wise?” she asked. “I mean . . . hello . . . does biologic weapon mean anything to you?”
“I thought you might be concerned,” I said. “But listen, Rodney’s been out there moving that thing around all week, and he looked healthy as a horse this morning. And the meteor’s gone, along with whatever biologic might have been in or on it. Besides, if I were going to catch something from Rodney or his cattle, I’d have gotten it from my exposure this morning. We huffed and puffed in each other’s faces for about ten minutes while we shoved that diseased steer around knee deep in cow crap.
“If I were going to catch whatever this is, I’d have it already.”
Beth considered.
“You know what I’ve been researching while you were on the phone?” she asked presently.
“How to pretend to be a lawnmower?” I smiled.
“Ha. Ha. Ha.” Beth wasn’t amused. “No. I was researching anthrax. That fluffy, white powder that is such a favorite of terrorists worldwide.”
I was impressed with Beth’s alacrity in attacking the biologic weapon issue.
“Okay,” I said. “So what did you find out?”
“The bad news is that anthrax – particularly, weaponized anthrax – is usually fatal to humans. The same disease can infect both people and animals. You can catch it by breathing it in, by getting it in an open wound, or by consuming it.”
“No worries,” I said. “I just had lunch. I won’t be snacking before dinner.”
Once again, I failed to amuse.
“The good news is that you can’t catch anthrax from another person who has it. You have to come into contact with the anthrax spores directly. So you can’t get it from Rodney unless the two of you are exchanging bodily fluids.”
I started to say something, but Beth halted me with an open-handed stop sign.
“More news,” Beth said. “Maybe good, maybe bad. The symptoms Bull described don’t fit animal anthrax. Usually the first sign of anthrax in cattle is that they die unexpectedly. Lameness and drooling don’t fit. So it seems likely that Rodney’s cattle don’t have anthrax. Maybe the biologic is something else. Small pox? Ricin?”
Discussing all the possible ways I might die from a trip to Rodney’s farm wasn’t going to get me closer to my destination.
“Beth,” I said. “There’s always a certain level of risk in dealing with terrorists like the North Korean regime. I don’t take unnecessary risks. You know that.”
Beth started to speak, but it was my turn to hold up the stop sign.
“And don’t tell me you’re worried about the necessary risks. We’ve covered that territory before.”
I moved to the kitchen table where Beth was sitting and bent down to kiss her forehead.
“I can’t be a boy in a bubble, Beth. You know that.”
Beth looked up at me, a tear welling in one eye.
“I know, Babe,” she said, “but as your wife I’m entitled to worry about you, aren’t I?” She offered a wan smile.
I lifted Beth out of the chair and held her tightly, her head turned against my chest.
“Don’t worry about tomorrow, Beth. Tomorrow will have worries sufficient for itself,” I said. “Wise words from a wise man.”
“I haven’t gotten to tomorrow yet,” Beth said into my shoulder. “I’m still working on today.”
* * *
By the time I reached Rodney’s farm Agent Costa had already blocked the driveway entrance with his Lincoln. The Agent was inside his vehicle with the windows up and engine running.
I swung the Pilot around his car, making use of the Honda’s All-Wheel-Drive to negotiate the shallow ditch, and pulled my driver’s door alongside his. I sat staring straight forward as my window slid down into its door cavity. Peripheral vision told me when Costa’s window had done likewise.
“I thought you were going to get back to me,” I said, still facing forward.
“And you were going to sit tight,” Costa replied, a hint of annoyance in his voice.
“That’s what you said. I just ignored your advice.” I turned face-to-face with Costa. Actually, I held the high ground, sitting as I was in an SUV. A few inches of elevation can change the tenor of an entire interrogation – not that I planned on interrogating anyone today.
“I’m not comfortable with you looking down on me,” Costa said. “Pull that truck out of the driveway and get in here.” He indicated the Lincoln’s front passenger seat.
“Promise you’ll respect me in the morning?” I asked.
“Just shut up and get in here.”
Who could ask for more? I relocated the Pilot onto the grass and joined Costa in his well-chilled MKX.
“So . . . what brings you to Rodney’s neck of the woods?” I asked, by way of a conversation starter.
“Same as you, I imagine.” Costa withdrew a tin of Skoal tobacco from an inside pocket and thumped its lid twice with the knuckle of his middle finger. “Care for a dip?” he asked, offering the open tin in my direction.
“No thanks,” I said.
“Your choice,” Costa said, packing a pinch of the dark tobacco between his cheek and gums.
“You swallow that juice?” I asked.
Costa cocked his head casually. “Sometimes. It all depends on who I’m with. It is more appropriate to spit around some people than others.”
I’d tried snus years ago, but had never been able to master swallowing the bitter saliva it propagated. I guess that made Agent Costa a better . . . snus swallower . . . than me. I didn’t perceive any carryover toward confirming manliness.
“What’d your friends on the phone have to say?” I asked momentarily.
Costa swallowed before answering.
“CDC is going to be here as soon as they can round up a veterinarian with security clearance. Shouldn’t take them long. They’re just coming from St. Paul.” Costa turned toward me. “You’re pretty sure about the cows being sick? No . . . let me say that another way. You are damn certain those cows are sick, right?”
“I have it on reliable authority,” I hedged.
“Who might that be?”
“You don’t know him,” I said. “He probably wouldn’t like you anyway, so it’s just as well you two don’t meet.”
“Why? Does he have something against cops?”
I chuckled. “Yeah . . . something.”
“What’s the joke?”
“It’s nothing. Never mind. He’s just a trustworthy source, okay? Call him a Confidential Informant.” I really didn’t want to try to explain Bull to the FBI. Their profilers would have a field day with him.
“I suppose we shall find out about the cattle soon enough,” Costa said matter-of-factly, “when the vet gets here.”
There was a moment of silence. Costa swallowed again. I figured I wasn’t the kind of person he wanted to spit in front of. Either that or he didn’t want to crack a window and allow the swelter to seep inside.
“Any leads on the stolen meteor?” I asked, not wanting to waste an opportunity to gather information. I learned long ago that information is power, and power gives you an advantage, especially when it comes to catching terrorists. You can never have too much information.
“The DC office is working that angle,” Costa said, scanning the gravel roadway, looking for oncoming veterinarians, I assumed.
“Is DC looking at satellite pics? Or has their man in Pyongyang heard something new on the street?”
Costa paused before answering. I guessed he was determining my need to know.
“Mostly satellite, I think,” he said at last. “I’m informed that they have some imagery from last night that requires enhancement and analysis.”
“I suppose we folks out here in the boonies oughtta be flattered that Uncle Sam’s got an eye in the sky looking after us,” I said. “But to be honest, I sort of value the illusion of privacy. I’d like to be able to take a pee in the woods without everybody at Snoop Central analyzing the strength of my stream.”
Remember what I said about information being power? I’m not comfortable with the government having quite that much information. It’s Orwellian, you know?
“Privacy? What’s that?” Costa replied.
That was about what I had figured he’d say.
A small cloud of light tan dust appeared about a half mile down the valley, rising like a horizontal tornado from the chalky road surface. As it got closer, I could see its source was a full-size, white SUV.
Costa’s cell rang. His ring tone was God Bless America.
“Costa,” he answered. Then in response to the caller he added, “Yes. Follow me up the driveway.” He tucked the cell phone back into its black leather case, which was attached to his black leather belt. He was probably wearing black leather underwear, too.
Costa made a Y-turn and led the SUV up the drive to Rodney’s farmstead, coming to a halt near Rodney’s front doorstep. It was a quarter past five in the evening – late enough for the afternoon winds to have died, but still early enough to make use of at least three more hours of daylight.
Everyone else got out of the vehicles, so I gathered I was safe to do likewise.
Rodney appeared at the screen door wearing a matching ensemble of filthy T-shirt and dung-stained jeans. From the appearance of his hair, I would guess he’d been napping.
Rodney recognized me and Costa and immediately moved toward us.
“You guys find my meteor?” He blinked twice and rubbed the heels of both hands in his eye sockets.
“Good evening, Mr. Holton,” Costa said. “We are sorry to trouble you for a second time today, but I am afraid another matter of concern has come to our attention.”
Rodney’s expression soured.
“What now?” he said, placing his hands on his hips.
“I’ll ask the questions, Mr. Holton.”
Costa was consistent. You had to give him that.
“This morning, a veterinarian came to examine one of your steers. What was his diagnosis?”
“Huh?”
“Mr. Holton,” Costa persisted.
“Uh, he said it was probably hoof rot. He gave the steer a shot and left me with some penicillin. Why? Whatta you care about my steer?”
Costa ignored the question. “I brought my own veterinarian along this afternoon, just to have a look at your herd. I’m sure that will be okay with you?”
“Hell, I s’pose so. But you gotta treat any other sick cows you find . . . for free.” Rodney looked for confirmation from Costa, but found none, at least as far as I could tell. “Aw, hell. Do you need me at the barn?”
Costa’s eyes fell on the vet, who shook his head.
“That won’t be necessary just now, Mr. Holton. Thank you for your cooperation.” Costa turned his head to one side and squirted a gob of brown saliva on Rodney’s lawn.
Rodney didn’t seem to care.
After the CDC guys had relocated their SUV to a grassy spot nearer the cattle barn, they gave Costa and me our orders. We were to wait in Costa’s Lincoln while the vet suited up in his protective gear and assessed the cattle. That sounded fine to me.
* * *
An hour or so later, the vet re-appeared around the corner of the barn, maybe twenty yards from where we waited. The second CDC guy pulled a respirator mask from the rear of the SUV and fitted it over his face. Carrying a hand sprayer, the second man approached his partner. The vet stood spread eagle in an open area while the other guy hosed him with the sprayer – an obvious decontamination wash.
When they were through spraying, the vet shucked his white jumpsuit and both men doffed their masks. All the protective gear went into a thick plastic bag, which they zippered shut.
Costa and I got out of the car as the men approached.
“What have we got?” Costa asked. “Anthrax?”
“This herd has been infected with the Foot and Mouth Disease virus,” the vet said. “FMD isn’t normally dangerous to humans. But it’s a disaster when it gets into livestock. The U.S. hasn’t seen an outbreak since . . . I don’t know . . . maybe a hundred years ago.”
“Any idea how these cattle got infected?” I asked, fearing I already knew the answer.
The other CDC guy spoke.
“Homeland Security has been watching for exactly this kind of agro-terrorism for a long time,” he said. “Odds are, somebody intentionally infected this herd . . . somebody bent on causing an economic disaster. FMD is highly contagious. We’ve got to contain it here, if at all possible.”
“You guys are the experts,” Costa said. “How do we proceed?”
* * *
By midnight Rodney Holton’s farm was swarming with specially trained FBI agents. His cattle had all been euthanized and their carcasses stacked throughout the wooden barn . . . where they were about to be cremated.
 



CHAPTER 19
Park Heating and Cooling. Suburban Minneapolis, Minnesota.
After cleaning up the shop area, Johnny Shin Cho decided to give the capsule a closer look before tucking it away. He picked it up in one hand. It was hard and cold, and except for a fine seam tracing a line around its circumference, it was smooth as a ball bearing. As a man who worked with metal, Johnny could appreciate the skills, or more likely the technology, required to create a surface this uniform and flawless.
Probably, if he twisted the halves along that seam, the ball would come open and he could expose the secret that lay within. But Johnny was good at obeying orders. So instead of trying to open the softball-size capsule, he double-bagged it in Ziplocs and packed it securely in a cardboard box.
Before departing Park Heating and Cooling, Johnny gave the shop a final visual sweep. Everything was in order. He picked up the box, turned out the lights, and locked the door behind him.
Task number one was complete. He had succeeded in “unpacking” the metal ball without damaging it. He would receive praise for that, he hoped. For now though, he would stow the steely ball in his van and resume his regular work duties. He would report on his success when time allowed.
 



CHAPTER 20
Red Wing, Minnesota. The day after Holton’s barn fire.
I called Gunner to see whether his ego had healed sufficiently to tolerate my presence after Costa’s dismissal. He sounded more irritated than wounded on the phone. I was used to Gunner being irritated. In fact, irritation was probably his most common state of mind when I was around. Come to think of it, that may be more than a coincidence.
In any case, Gunner had agreed that I could visit him in his office this morning at 9:00 a.m. I arrived precisely as the Episcopal Church carillon chimed the hour. As some grease for the metaphorical wheels of our impending meeting, I had brought with me a box of selected donuts and pastries from Hanisch’s Bakery, including many of Gunner’s faves.
Following the dispatcher’s page, Gunner was quite prompt in retrieving me from the reception area. Usually, he made me wait. I couldn’t explain the anomaly, but the white cardboard bakery box couldn’t have hurt.
A few minutes later, we each held a Styrofoam cup of Gunner’s “murk roast” coffee and a pastry treat. Gunner had chosen a cream cheese Danish. I’d broken a cake donut in half for dunking purposes.
Gunner led off.
“How’re you and your buddy, Costa, getting along? Having a great time, I hope.”
“It’s really not fair that you take out your interagency tensions on me, Gunner. I can’t help it that I have a higher security clearance than you.” Sometimes a strategic counterattack can deflect protracted unpleasantness.
Gunner put down the pastry and slammed both hands on his desk.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass about your fancy federal clearance. This is my damn county and I damn well oughta know what sort of FBI hanky panky is going on inside my borders. Lack of communication can get people shot, ya know.”
So much for the strategic counterattack.
“What people?” I said, dunking the half-donut in my coffee. “Give me a for instance.”
“How about you, for instance?”
I guessed Gunner needed to get this animosity off his chest before we could have a substantive discussion.
“You gonna shoot me now or later, because if it’s not today, I’ve got plans.” I smiled.
Gunner flopped backward into his metal task chair, leaving his head drooping over the backrest and his eyes staring at the ceiling.
“Why, God? Why?” he said.
He sat there like that, leaned back in the chair and watching the ceiling for a long time. After a while, I started looking at the ceiling above Gunner’s chair, too.
“You expecting an answer?” I asked.
Gunner kept staring upward, but a quiet convulsion in his torso turned into a chuckle and then a laugh. It was the kind of laugh that made others suspect the laugher was losing his marbles. I don’t think he meant it to sound that way.
“You okay?” I asked quite seriously.
Gunner’s laughing tapered off. He righted his head and leaned forward, reaching for the cheese Danish he’d bitten into earlier. I watched as he chewed and swallowed a chunk of pastry, washing it down with a gulp of tepid java.
At least he was taking nourishment.
“Okay, Beck,” he said at last. “I guess I needed to blow off some steam. I’m good now.” Gunner dabbed at his forehead with a napkin. “Thanks for the sweets, by the way,” he said, toasting me with the half-eaten Danish.
“Never let it be said I didn’t do the least I could do,” I replied, adding my coffee cup to the salute.
“Can we talk business now?” I asked. “I’d like to fill you in on some things, and pick your brain on a few others.”
“Right,” Gunner said, adjusting his seating position for maximum comfort. “What’s up?”
“Did you hear about the fire at Rodney’s place last night?”
“Yeah. It was in the sheriff’s morning report. Barn and some animals lost. What about it?”
I paused to choose my words.
“I was out there, at Rodney’s, before the fire,” I said.
“I assume you mean you were out there again, after our visit yesterday morning.”
“Uh huh,” I said. “I was sort of following up on the stolen meteor. You haven’t heard any more about that by any chance, have you?”
“No. And local law enforcement ain’t investigating either. His Highness, Agent Costa, left the impression that we small town goobers weren’t invited.”
I understood Gunner’s irritation at being supplanted by out-of-towners.
“That’s partly why I’m here. I think leaving the Sheriff’s Department out of the investigation is a mistake.”
“Oh, really,” Gunner said, leaning back in his chair.
“Yeah. And I’d like to shed some light on the situation for you . . . that is, if you goobers aren’t averse.” I smiled.
Gunner chuckled.
“I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way, Beck. Unless the feds invite us back in, we’ve gotta stay out. I do appreciate your gesture though.”
“How about we forget about the feds and their investigation for now? I’m just a concerned citizen with a brand new matter.”
Gunner appraised me with some apprehension.
“And what might this ‘new matter’ be?”
“I’m thinking of investing in cattle,” I said. “And I hear there’s somebody around here shooting at cows in the middle of the night.”
Gunner laughed.
“That’s pretty thin. I s’pose Benny Volnscheid’s your CI?”
“What good would it be for me to have a Confidential Informant if I didn’t keep his . . . or her . . . identity confidential?” Who could argue with that?
“Okay. You win,” Gunner said. “I’ll open a file. But what, exactly, do you want me to do about it?”
“Just keep your ear to the ground. If you hear anything having to do with Rodney, or his meteor, or his cows, or his farm, or his barn, just let me know.”
Gunner didn’t look too excited to be my eyes and ears.
“And if I find out something like you mentioned,” Gunner said, “you’ll tell me how it fits into what you’re up to?”
“Of course.” I opened my arms, palms up. Mi casa es su casa.
“All right,” Gunner said. “I’ll keep my eyes peeled.”
“Thanks a bunch, Gunner. I owe you one.” I stood to leave. “Keep the donuts, by the way.”
“Of course,” he said.
 



CHAPTER 21
Ames, Iowa.
Kent Evans had been searching the internet diligently every day since his visit to Holton’s farm to plant the virus in Holton’s cattle. Today, Google delivered. There were a number of articles that contained Holton’s name.
Kent clicked on the first result.
Farmer Loses Herd to Fire.
Last night sometime after midnight, fire claimed a barn and beef herd in rural Ottawa County, Minnesota. Records indicate the farm is owned by Rodney Holton, a longtime area resident . . . .
Kent scanned the rest of the article. It was unclear whether the entire herd had died, or whether at least a few had survived. It would be unusual for an entire herd of forty beef cattle to all be locked inside one barn at any time, let alone at the exact moment when a fire broke out. Some of them must have survived.
He searched through other articles about the fire. None gave details about the number of head lost. And none mentioned anything about Foot and Mouth Disease.
Damn, damn, damn!
Kent’s heart pounded in his chest. His family’s future rested on the FMD he had planted at Holton’s farm, and broad publication of its discovery.
The fire should have drawn a lot of attention to Holton’s cattle. The disease should be visible by now. Why was there no mention of FMD on the internet? Could the state of animal medicine in that county be so poor that no one noticed the lame animals or the blistering in their mouths?
And now, if he was unlucky enough that the entire Holton herd had been destroyed by fire . . . . He couldn’t stand the thought. He had to find out.
* * *
He ducked out of his home office under the pretense of visiting a veterinary client. Sales calls were a normal part of Kent’s work days, so Jeannie hadn’t seemed suspicious.
Kent decided the only way to guarantee that authorities would find his FMD outbreak was for him to contact them with an anonymous warning. He had read about terrorist groups using fake email accounts to communicate among themselves. If fake emails were secure enough for Al Qaeda, he reasoned, they would work for him, too.
Using a free computer station at the Ames Public Library, Kent logged onto the internet as a library “Guest” and created a new webmail account under the name “US Forever.” Once the new email was up and running, Kent had to decide whom he should contact with his anonymous tip about the FMD at Holton’s farm. He considered notifying the FBI, the CDC, and Homeland Security, but ultimately decided on the local sheriff’s office as the most likely to take action in response to his warning.
It took some digging, but he located an email address for the Ottawa County Sheriff and tapped out the following email:
Dear Sheriff,
I have come upon information about a terrorist attack in your county. Cattle belonging to Rodney Holton have been infected with the Foot and Mouth virus. If the herd isn’t destroyed promptly, the disease will spread rapidly.
I urge you to act with all haste!
A Patriot
After reading the email over and correcting typos, Kent clicked on the “Send” button. To insure his continued anonymity, he wiped down the mouse and keyboard with his shirt.
Now there was no way the authorities could overlook his private contagion. By evening, the FMD outbreak should be all over the internet . . . it had to be.
 



CHAPTER 22
Red Wing, Minnesota.
On the way home from Gunner’s office I punched up Agent Costa’s cell. I didn’t know whether he’d be awake yet after the long night at Holton’s, but I thought I’d try.
“Costa,” a gravelly voice answered.
“Top o’ the mornin’ to ya, Constable. I trust you slept well?”
“I got my three hours.” Costa cleared his throat. “Sorry. I haven’t had my coffee yet. You sound annoyingly chipper.”
I swung the Pilot into my garage and shut off the engine.
“Yeah,” I said. “There’s nothing like the smell of kerosene and burnt hide in one’s nostrils to start off the day.” It had been a grisly twenty-four hours. “I’m checking in to see whether you have anything new on the meteor robbery?”
“You just saw me six hours ago.” Costa said, sounding a bit cranky. “Scratch that. Hold on, I’ll see if there is anything new.” He put me on hold. For a full three minutes I listened to the insanity-inducing sounds of a digital keyboard rendering Another One Bites the Dust. I was about to hang up when Costa returned.
“Are you still there?”
“Yeah . . . barely,” I said.
“The latest I have is that the computer folks in the DC office are still crunching algorithms,” Costa said. “They have a satellite image of a car they think might belong to our POI.”
“POI?”
“Sorry. We used to call them UnSubs. Now they are Persons of Interest.”
“Gotta shake it up once in a while, I guess,” I said, thinking exactly the opposite. “So can we check out the car’s owner . . . I mean, the POI . . . or are we waiting for him to drive our way?”
“You know, Beck, you are not as funny as you think you are.”
I’ve been told that before.
“Like I said,” Costa continued, “DC is still working on the photo enhancement. They do not have a plate yet. And they may never get one, depending on the optical angle, light source, etcetera.”
“A make and model then?” I said.
“2012 or 2013 Toyota Corolla sedan. Black or dark green.”
“Snazzy,” I said.
“I don’t know what to do with that, Beck. Snazzy is not in my code book.”
“Local vernacular,” I said.
“Right.”
“So you guys are gonna work on the plate for a while before you attempt to . . . uh . . . apprehend your POI?”
“At least until that angle proves fruitless, Beck. Or sooner if it takes them too long.”
I wondered what “too long” meant to the FBI. I had passed that intersection when I found out a biologic weapon might be missing.
“Okay,” I said. “But keep me up to speed on new developments. All right?”
“As much as I am able,” Costa said. “Need to know . . . you know.”
“Righto!” I said. “We’ll chat later. Bye bye.”
I disconnected Agent Costa.
* * *
Beth was in her attic artist’s retreat as I snuck up the stairway behind her. She was working on textiles today.
“Hi, Babe,” she said, without looking up from her project. “Your sneaking needs some work.”
“Rats,” I said, bounding up the last few steps, walking up behind Beth, and kissing her neck.
She nudged me with her head.
“Cut it out. I’m busy.”
“A man tries and tries to let his woman know she’s appreciated, and what does he get?” I said. “He gets . . . .”
“. . . demerits for bad timing?” Beth interrupted. I saw her reflection smiling in the window.
“If that’s what you say, who am I to argue, My Love, My Dearest, My Queen of Everything.”
Beth abandoned the jacket she’d been decorating and rotated her wooden stool.
“You’re finally getting the hang of spousal worship . . . after all these years.” She smiled and stood to embrace me.
She was just teasing with the “after all these years.” I’d always been properly worshipful. I liked the smiles and hugs.
“When you’re done up here,” I said, “are you up for a round of computer sleuthing?”
Still locked in a hug, she looked up at me.
“I’ve always been a sucker for a good round of digital hide-and-seek. I tell you what . . . I’m going to finish detailing this jacket, and I’ll be down in fifteen minutes. Okay?” She broke free from my embrace and slipped back onto her work stool.
“Nifty,” I said.
* * *
Precisely fifteen minutes later, Beth joined me at our kitchen table, easing her laptop computer onto the cool, black granite.
“All right, Babe,” she said. “What are we looking for?” As she spoke, she cracked the lid of the computer and the screen came to life.
“In the long run . . . Rodney’s meteor,” I said.
Beth turned her head toward me. “And in the sprint?”
“A car that was parked near Rodney’s farm two nights ago.”
“Okay.” Beth readied her fingers on the keyboard. “What’s the license number?”
“Don’t have that . . . at least, not yet.”
“All right, let’s try make and model.”
“Toyota Corolla sedan. 2012 or 2013. Black . . . or at least, dark.” If Costa’s surveillance team wasn’t sure if the car was black, how could they really know which dark color it was?
Beth’s laptop paged through a few different screens, finally landing on one displaying a grid that listed owners of black Corollas.
She looked over at me.
“Wow. That’s a lot of Toyotas,” I said.
Without turning back to the computer, Beth pressed the ArrowDown button. Rows and rows of owner names began scrolling up the computer’s display.
“Oh,” I said. “Can we narrow these down to 2012 and 2013?”
“These are just the 2013s,” she said. “The ones that are registered in Minnesota.”
I winced. Beth was still looking at me.
“If you know the trim options on your missing car, I might be able to knock this list down a little.”
“Can’t you find the one that passed by a toll booth near Ottawa County? Or tanked up at a local gas station maybe?”
Beth sat there, still looking at me, but gave no response.
“What?” I said. “They do that kind of stuff on CSI all the time.”
“When was the last time you paid a toll in Minnesota?” she asked.
Maybe I hadn’t thought that one through. Minnesota has no toll roads.
“But the gas station cameras? We must have those?” I tried.
“Sure,” she said. “I’ll look them up on YouTube. It’ll be just a sec.”
Since she hadn’t begun searching again on the computer, I assumed this was sarcasm and I just didn’t get the joke.
I shrugged my shoulders and tried to look ignorant. It wasn’t a stretch for me in this instance.
“Babe,” she said. “Gas stations record those camera feeds on video cassettes or hard drives, not on the web. And if they keep the recordings at all, they’re probably in some back room, next to the spare toilet paper.”
“Huh,” I said.
“Even if I could get copies of those tapes, how many gas stations would we be talking about? Maybe fifty?”
“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe more.”
“Every recording would have hours and hours of video to be reviewed manually just to watch for black Corollas. It’d take an army of investigators a week to get their hands on all the video and sort through it.”
I was stumped.
“I’m sorry, Babe,” Beth said, “but I can’t just Google ‘black corolla at Rodney Holton’s farm’ and find your car. I need more to go on.”
I stared at the worthless computer.
“Crap,” I said.
Beth was sympathetic. “Yeah,” she said. “Crap.”
“Beth, there’s gotta be something more we can do . . . you can do.” I studied her face for signs of hope.
She turned back to her computer.
“I’ll search Ebay. Maybe the thief is trying to sell the meteor.”
I laughed. It was a laugh of complete frustration.
“I don’t think that’s gonna help, Beth,” I said. “That’s how the FBI zeroed in on Rodney in the first place. Might be how the thief did it, too. I doubt we’ll see that meteor for sale any time soon.”
“Maybe the key words I should be searching are ‘biological attack.’” Beth was dead serious.
“Let’s pray it doesn’t come to that, shall we?” There was a sinking feeling in my gut, and I was pretty sure I wouldn’t sleep well until that North Korean “meteor” had been found.
* * *
My prediction of a poor night’s sleep proved to be accurate, and I was still tossing in bed when my cell rang. I grabbed the phone from my night stand and fumbled it onto the bedspread.
“Good morning, Babe,” Beth said sweetly as she rolled out of bed and shuffled toward the bathroom.
I reacquired the phone and squinted at the Caller ID. It was Gunner.
“Tell me you’ve got some good news,” I said, answering the call.
“Good morning to you, too,” Gunner said. “Hope I didn’t wake you.”
“Nah. Well . . . actually, you did. But don’t worry about it. I’ve just got stuff on my mind. Didn’t sleep much last night.”
“Hold on,” Gunner said. “What’s that sound I hear in the background?”
I listened. “I don’t hear anything.”
“I think it’s a bunch of tiny violins playing the world’s saddest song.” Gunner chuckled.
“Somebody taught you a new joke, huh? I hope you enjoy it.”
“Oh, I do,” Gunner said, laughing louder now.
I put my phone on speaker and set it on the night stand, waiting for the Chief Deputy to regain professional composure. Eventually, he did.
“Beck,” he said. “Becker. You still there?”
“Yeah, I’m here. Now, was there some reason you called, or were you just itching to try out your new trick?”
“Ahem.” Phlegm rattled through the phone.
“Thanks, Gunner. That sounded delightful.”
“Uh, sorry ‘bout that. Coffee grounds.”
“You’re forgiven,” I said. “So what have you got?” I was fully awake now.
“You wanted me to call if I happened to come across any info about Holton or his farm, right?” Gunner said.
“Right.”
“Well, I got something,” Gunner said. “And it’s coming into the LEC to meet with me at 10:00 o’clock. You can join us if you wanna.”
“Who is it?” I asked.
“Just come . . . that is, if you’re still interested.”
Gunner could be a pain when he had the upper hand.
“Okay. I’ll be there at ten sharp.”
“I’ll look forward to it,” Gunner said, disconnecting the call.
I wondered who might have info for Gunner about Rodney Holton. It could amount to nothing. On the other hand, on occasion, locals knew things that outsiders could never divine regardless of their resources. I presumed I would find out at ten.
* * *
There was a familiar aroma in the LEC reception area when I arrived to meet with Gunner and his informant, whose identity was no longer a mystery.
The dispatcher waved me into the conference room. I waved back then knocked on the heavy, oak conference room door.
“C’mon in,” Gunner called from inside.
I took a couple deep breaths and entered.
“You remember Mr. Volnscheid,” Gunner said to me, a smile on his face and arms crossed over his chest.
“Certainly,” I said, bypassing Gunner’s grin. “Nice to see you again, Benny.”
“You too, Sarge.” Benny rose and we shook. Based on sight and smell, it seemed Benny was wearing the same filthy military fatigues he’d graced us with last week . . . and had been consuming the same whiskey.
“Sarge?” Gunner asked me as I sat across from him and next to Benny.
“Some other time, Gunner,” I said. “What’s our friend got to tell us?”
“Mr. Volnscheid was just telling me about the barn fire at Holton’s the other night,” Gunner said. Turning to Benny, he asked, “Can we start at the beginning for Mr. Becker?”
“Sure,” Benny said, fidgeting with his Castro cap atop the table. “Like I was sayin’ to the deputy . . . last night, I was mindin’ my own business, when I heard this racket up by Holton’s place. Like jeeps and trucks and maybe artillery, ya know?”
“This was last night?” I interrupted.
Benny tugged thoughtfully at his beard. “Maybe night before. Hard to say for sure, ya know?”
“Yup,” I said. A distortion of time didn’t necessarily render Benny’s testimony worthless. “Please continue.”
“So I went up the hill to see what was goin’ on, kinda clandestine like.” He looked to me for understanding. I nodded.
“There was a bunch of these like, alien guys, in yellow suits swarmin’ all over Young Holton’s farm. They had one big eye in the center of their face, and a nose kinda like an elephant.”
It was a fairly accurate description of the men in HazMat suits who had been processing the cattle.
“And some of ‘em, they were after the cows again. Only not shootin’ this time. They had these big needles and they were rounding ‘em up and stabbing ‘em with the needles. Then the cows just fell over dead.”
Benny checked to see whether we were paying attention. I was. Gunner was watching me and still grinning.
“Then what happened?” I asked, half interested in whether the lid had come off the FBI’s Foot and Mouth cover-up, and half wondering what else this odd, but observant, fellow might have seen.
“Summa the alien guys were hauling the dead cows into the barn, with winches and Bobcats and loaders and what all.” Benny paused.
“You got coffee?” he asked Gunner.
Gunner was still smirking right up until his waitressing services had been requested.
“Sure. Uh. Lemme round some up,” he said. “Think I’ll fetch it myself. You guys keep talkin’.”
As Gunner left, I found myself coveting his sojourn in the realm of breathable air. Normally, you notice the stink when you enter the monkey house, but ten minutes later it smells just fine. Benny’s odor was a different story. I didn’t hold it against him, though. It was just an uncomfortable reality to be endured, like the hot weather.
“Keep going,” I said. “I’ll fill the Deputy in on whatever he might miss.”
“Ten-four, Sarge.” Benny saluted. “That’s pretty much all I saw, ‘cause somehow they must’ve spotted me. Anyway, a couple military guys . . .”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Military? Not alien?” Costa must have had troops on the perimeter.
“Nope. Regular Army. Anyway . . . a couple of ‘em were comin’ after me with a dog and carryin’ rifles. But I eluded ‘em, Sarge. I still got a few tricks. But I couldn’t go back to watch no more after that.
“A couple hours later, I was home and I smelled somethin’ . . . somethin’ bad. Reminded me of ‘Nam. Kerosene and burnin’ flesh.”
I’d made a similar observation to Costa just yesterday, hadn’t I?
“So I went outside and I saw the glow, just over the ridge at Young Holton’s. Found out in the morning it was his barn that was burnin’ . . . and his cows.”
Benny had seen too much. Agent Costa would have to rely on Benny’s reputation as a drunk, and my efforts as Costa’s de facto assistant, to keep a lid on news of the FMD outbreak.
Gunner returned with a serving tray in his hands and cotton balls stuffed up his nostrils.
I shook my head, incredulous.
“What?” he said. “I got a bloody nose.” His voice sounded humorously nasal.
“Some parking violator pop you one in the schnoz?” I asked.
Gunner didn’t respond. Instead, he put the coffee tray on the table and poured cups for Benny and himself, then sat down.
I smiled and shook my head at the Chief Deputy as I poured my own coffee.
“Benny was just telling me how the aliens chased him off Holton’s place,” I said to Gunner.
“Army,” Benny corrected.
“Sorry,” I said. “That’s right. He said it was Regular Army.”
Benny nodded.
“Were there any meteors this time?” Gunner asked, a little too glibly. Benny noticed and took offense.
“Hey. I’m doin’ my civic duty reportin’ this stuff to you, Deputy. You can believe me or not. But don’t go pissin’ up my leg.”
Gunner could have apologized, but instead, he stood and spoke to Benny.
“Look, Mr. Volnscheid.”
I almost laughed because Gunner sounded so absurd with the cotton up his nose.
“I appreciate you doing your civic duty. I really do. But I got other fish to fry, so I’m gonna take off now. Once again . . . you folks take your time.”
He nodded to Benny, flashed a phony smile at me, and departed.
I continued to feel in my gut that Gunner was making a mistake by ignoring Benny. Okay, from an olfactory perspective, he wasn’t pleasant to be around. He was probably drunk and possibly psychotic. But what should one expect from a soldier after we had wrung the sanity from his soul in a war zone where women and children could be as deadly as armed men, and fire was our country’s weapon of choice? I’d done my share of military ops, but had experienced nothing like the carnage and flames of that rotting Vietnamese jungle. Nothing like the hell Benny had endured, all the time knowing that his country had chosen to maintain a stalemate, to sacrifice his comrades-in-arms instead of crushing the enemy with overwhelming air power.
How much sanity did we have a right to expect from U.S. soldiers after we had dusted them with Agent Orange, only to deny responsibility when symptoms started to appear?
I appraised the dirty, rumpled, and rank man in the chair beside me. All things considered, Benny hadn’t turned out bad at all, I thought. Not bad at all.
 



CHAPTER 23
Suburban Minneapolis, Minnesota.
Johnny Shin Cho had received directions for the next step of his mission – opening the metallic capsule. He made a trip to the Park Heating and Refrigeration workshop once again – this time after hours.
He donned heavy rubber gloves, and as instructed, placed the four-inch steely ball inside a two gallon plastic bag before uncorking its contents. Grasping the two halves, he twisted in a counter clockwise direction. The gloves’ tacky surface gave him a good grip on the polished metal, and the halves began to rotate in response to his pressure.
This task was proving to be a simple one. Just as he was wondering why he hadn’t been permitted to complete it at his home, the two halves of the capsule sprang open with a puff that scattered its powdery contents throughout the bag. As surprised as Johnny was, he was also relieved that the large baggie had captured nearly all of the fine white grains, with only a small wisp escaping into the workshop.
A tiny waft of the substance had reached his nose, he knew, but the powder seemed inert. There was no burning or odor in his nostrils, none of the characteristic numbness he had read was associated with cocaine. And no sensation of euphoria, as he might have expected from some other narcotic. Johnny was certainly no expert in illegal drugs, though, so he kept his guesses as to the powder’s identity in check. He would be told when he needed to know that information.
Examining the contents of the plastic bag, his gloved hands still inside, Cho noted several things about the capsule in which the powder had been so carefully shipped. The shiny halves were only a fraction of millimeter thick, though still rigid when he squeezed them. Probably titanium or some high grade of steel.
Affixed to one of the halves of the shell was a small electronic device. Ahh, that would be the radio transmitter that had allowed the capsule to be found in the first place. He could also see the spring mechanism that had popped the sphere open so unexpectedly. Otherwise, a full load of the white powder seemed to be the capsule’s only contents.
Shedding the yellow gloves inside the plastic bag, he withdrew his hands and secured the baggie’s contents using the bag’s zipper seal. He washed his hands and face at the shop sink, then returned to add a second baggie outside the first, and then a third outside the second. The mystery powder and its metallic casing were now completely isolated inside the package, with no danger of leakage or contamination.
Johnny Shin Cho had completed his second task. He was anxious to finish this project so he could be paid for his services. The tax free $50,000 would go a long way toward getting his wife the new car she had been whining about. This payday might not cover the total tab, but with a trade-in, he should be able to get her something nice.
The triple-bagged shipment had, thus far, traveled from the Korean Peninsula to Minnesota. He wasn’t taking any chances with it now. He slipped the baggies inside a metal canister and then a cardboard box, securing the entire ensemble with crumpled paper packing and surrounding the box with shipping tape.
He would report completion of this assignment promptly and await further direction.
 



CHAPTER 24
Red Wing, Minnesota.
Before I’d even finished my chat with Benny, I had a call from Agent Costa buzzing in my pocket. He had arranged a meeting with the CDC lab folks in St. Paul to review the scientific findings from Rodney’s farm.
I concluded my conversation with Benny, assigning him a homework project. It would give him something to focus on besides the dead cattle and the aliens. And who knows, he was well-practiced at surveillance, maybe he could be of help to the investigation yet.
The convo with the CDC guys was scheduled for 12:30 p.m. I could grab a sandwich for the ride and still arrive on time.
Smokey Row had a special on tuna today. If I haven’t mentioned it, Smokey Row is my preferred breakfast and lunchtime restaurant in Red Wing. Their breads are baked fresh daily and the food is made after you order it, a practice that is becoming increasingly rare these days. I ordered my tuna sandwich toasted on rye with a shot of coleslaw on the side. The pickle came without asking.
The food took a little longer than McDonald’s, but not long enough to crunch my schedule. A few minutes later, I headed out the door, brown bag in hand.
* * *
I arrived at the FBI Regional HQ on Fifth Street in St. Paul fifteen minutes early. A lot of people don’t appreciate the importance of being on time. In my experience, a few minutes can mean the difference between negotiating a successful solution, and pissing off an adversary. I absolutely refuse to be late for a meeting if there’s any way I can avoid it.
After clearing security, I took the elevator to the sixth floor and checked in with the receptionist.
“James Becker to see Agent Costa and some lab folks at 12:30,” I said with a smile. It never hurts to smile.
The receptionist referenced her computer.
“You’re the first to arrive, Mr. Becker. Please have a seat and I’ll be with you in a few minutes.” She motioned to the seating area, where a matching set of cushioned lounge chairs awaited.
Being somewhat of a reception seating aficionado, I appraised each chair before deciding where to sit. The seat level was a bit low for my preference, but even the worst of these chairs put Gunner’s metal and plastic jobs to shame.
As I waited, I checked email on my phone. Each moment occurs only once. We might as well make use of all of them.
It wasn’t long at all before the receptionist appeared in a side doorway.
“This way, please, Mr. Becker.”
She led the way to a sparsely furnished room in which I found Agent Costa and the two white-coated gentlemen from Rodney’s farm sitting around a rectangular metal and vinyl table. I wouldn’t call this a conference room. If there had been a mirror on the wall it would have been a dead ringer for an interrogation cell, though.
All stood.
“I believe you people have met, but probably have not been properly introduced,” Agent Costa said. “James Becker, these are Doctors Benson and Dearborn. Doctors, this is James Becker. He prefers to be called ‘Beck.’”
We shook hands and I took the remaining seat at the table.
“Dr. Benson,” Costa said, “you called this meeting. What can you tell us about your findings?”
“Let’s back up if we can, Agent,” Benson said. “I want to be certain we are all proceeding from a coherent understanding of the basics.”
I liked this guy already.
“The infection we found in Ottawa County is commonly known as Foot and Mouth Disease. Some lay people call it Hoof and Mouth. Most of us at the CDC refer to it as FMD. FMD is comprised of a family of viruses that infect primarily cattle, sheep, goats, pigs and other cloven-hoofed animals. Major symptoms in cattle include high fever, followed by blisters in the mouth and on the feet.” Benson looked to Costa and me for input. “Too basic?” he asked.
“Not for me,” I said. “Please continue.”
Costa nodded.
“The oral vesicles burst and become painful, with the result that the animal in question foams at the mouth or salivates excessively. The foot blisters are also painful and cause the animal to go lame. This limping is frequently the first symptom detected by the producer. Left untreated, FMD can be fatal, but in most cases, the sores eventually heal and the infected animals recover, but in a diminished state.”
“What do you mean by ‘diminished state’?” I asked.
“The animals lose weight or fail to gain weight. Milk production declines. Reproductive systems may be impacted.”
FMD didn’t sound all that bad so far. Not great, of course. But there must be more.
“Can humans get FMD?” I asked.
“Only very rarely, and symptoms are usually so mild as to evade detection,” Benson said, a tiny bit of irritation in his voice. “Now, if I may continue . . . .”
“Please, go ahead,” I said. “My apologies for the interruption.”
“The real scourge of FMD,” Benson continued, “is its communicability. The virus is highly infectious and can be transmitted in livestock through contaminated clothing, feed, farm equipment, or directly from one animal to another via aerosols.”
I raised my hand.
“Transmission by aerosols means the disease can spread through the air, and for immense distances,” Benson said, anticipating my question. “In fact, the virus is so hardy that it can survive for days or even weeks in open air, and has been shown to infect animals as far away as twenty-five miles from the source. No other disease of animal or human has expressed such a high degree of infectiousness.”
“So, we can’t really be certain that the outbreak at Holton’s farm has been effectively contained. Can we?” I said.
“Correct,” Benson acknowledged. “Destroying the infected animals was the first step. But we have also notified area veterinarians to watch for signs of FMD. It is easily diagnosable by a professional, provided they know what they are looking for.”
“How do you manage to warn vets without starting a panic?” I couldn’t help it.
“We tell them DHS has identified a credible threat,” Dr. Dearborn interjected. “That’s all we ever say. Each local agency has its own response plan for an elevated threat status. Doctors, bankers, police . . . and veterinarians, as well.”
That made sense, of course.
“If we have failed to eradicate the Ottawa County outbreak with our actions earlier this week, we run the risk of a widespread epizootic, similar to that experienced by the British in 2001, when two thousand instances of the disease resulted in destruction of nearly ten million animals before the outbreak was contained,” Benson said. “So you can see why FMD makes an effective weapon for agro-terrorism. The economic consequences can be devastating. That’s why the CDC has been working with DHS to develop the best disaster response plans possible.”
I raised my hand again.
“Yes?”
“Epizootic?” I asked. I couldn’t recall ever having heard the word
“An epidemic among an animal population,” Dearborn said.
The regional, and even national, ramifications of the events that had occurred on Rodney’s farm were beginning to come into focus for me. An attempt by North Korea to kill off a few hundred, or even a few thousand, animals with an FMD attack seemed unlikely. But if such an assault could affect millions of animals, not to mention commodities markets and international livestock trading . . . well, that was a different thing entirely.
“Do you have more background for us, Doctors?” I asked, not wanting to be labeled a troublemaker with the CDC.
Benson continued. “The last time FMD was detected in the United States was in the 1920s. Canada has been FMD free since the fifties. Mexico finally got rid of FMD within the last decade, after many years and countless slaughtered livestock. I believe that will about do it for general background, gentlemen.”
“What do we know about the infection at Rodney’s farm . . . in Ottawa County . . . ?” I asked. “Do you know when the animals got sick or how they were infected?”
“Based on the observed progress of the pathogen through the herd,” Dr. Dearborn said, “we estimate that the first animals likely contracted the disease between August 6th and August 8th. We tested samples gathered from feed bins, hay bales, protein supplements, and swabs from the farmer’s pickup and home. At Agent Costa’s direction, we also sampled fecal matter and certain surfaces in the chicken coop. All of the samples have tested negative for FMD. At present, we are unsure how the virus reached the subject’s herd.”
I turned to Agent Costa. “Can we speak privately for a second?”
Costa nodded. “Please excuse us for a moment, Doctors,” he said as we both got up and found privacy in the hallway.
“What’s up?” Costa asked.
“Can I talk about the meteor with these guys?” I asked. “Or don’t they have a need to know?”
“Why would you want to . . . ?”
“I want to find out if the meteor could have been the infecting agent,” I said. “I know it’s our only logical source right now. But as long as we’ve got these experts on hand, we might as well learn what we can. Don’t you think?”
Costa cocked his head just a bit to one side, thinking.
“That makes sense,” he said. “Thoroughness is next to godliness, after all.”
“Preparedness,” I said.
“What?”
“Preparedness is next to godliness.”
Costa smiled. “I thought it was actually ‘cleanliness,’” he said.
“I’d take either of ours before ‘cleanliness,’” I replied. “Seriously . . . cleanliness? I mean, really?”
We re-entered the room and took our seats.
“I’ve got a couple questions,” I said, “if you don’t mind?”
“No kidding?” Benson said, more than a hint of irony in his voice. “What can we answer for you?”
“You said the FMD virus was pretty tough, pretty durable in the environment. How would it hold up in high temperatures?”
“It could survive in the highest atmospheric temperatures we experience on Earth, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Benson said.
“I was thinking really hot. Fire hot. I mean, fire kills it, right?”
“That is how we destroy the infected animals,” Benson said. “By burning them.”
“Where is the nearest place someone . . . some would-be terrorist . . . could get a sample of FMD?” I said.
The doctors looked at one another.
“There are a few labs that study the disease for vaccine purposes. Mostly at universities or drug companies,” Dearborn said.
“But the viruses that cause FMD are considered Group 4 pathogens,” Benson added. “They are kept in the same sort of confinement as the Ebola and Marburg viruses. Any release of FMD from containment would be registered and reported. There is no way one person, or even a group of terrorists, could circumvent the isolation protocols without site officials detecting that a release had occurred.”
“Did you say viruses?” I asked. “Not just one FMD virus?”
“That is correct,” Benson said. “There are a number of distinct strains, with certain variants being more common in certain areas of the globe.”
“How about Rodney’s virus?” I asked. “Where does that one come from?”
Doctor Benson shuffled a small pile of documents in front of him.
“Here it is. The virus found in Ottawa County is consistent with strains typically endemic to South Africa.”
“Just South Africa?” I asked. “Nowhere else?”
“Yes. Just South Africa,” Benson acknowledged. “But what possible difference could that make?”
I glanced at Costa, who was looking a bit uncomfortable.
“Just seems weird, I guess,” I said after a few seconds. “How does a South African virus just show up in Minnesota?”
“I am certain we would all like to know the answer to that question, Mr. Becker,” Dr. Benson said. “I don’t suppose you have any theories?”
“Some,” I said. Costa kicked me under the table. “But they are all absolutely outlandish. Not the stuff of science. Some of them involve aliens even.” I smiled.
Benson flashed a smug grin.
“I think we’ve learned what we can today,” Costa said, probably hoping to shut me up before I led the conversation too far astray into Classified areas. “Thank you for your time, Doctors.”
* * *
Costa used a key to halt the elevator on the way down.
“You don’t believe the virus came from the meteor, do you?” He said, stating a fact.
“North Korea has its own problems with FMD,” I said. “I looked it up. So why would they go all the way to South Africa to get the virus for this job?”
“Perhaps to deflect suspicion?” Costa suggested, a note of dismissiveness in his voice.
“I don’t think so,” I said. “North Korea isn’t that subtle. Besides, how do you figure the virus survived the heat of re-entering our atmosphere from space? I looked that up to.”
“Maybe the capsule’s heat shielding protected the virus during flight, then the thing cracked open when it struck earth, allowing the virus inside to escape.”
“Yeah, maybe,” I said. “But the meteor looked to be in one piece when I saw it at Rodney’s exhibit.”
“Perhaps Holton got curious and opened it himself,” Costa said. “That is at least a possibility.”
“I’ll give you that,” I said. “But if you were selling a meteor on Ebay, would you want a big crack in it?”
Costa thought about it.
“So what are you saying exactly? You think the Foot and Mouth outbreak and the meteor both happening at one tiny farm in Minnesota is a coincidence? I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“Me neither,” I said. “But I do believe in cause and effect. I think we need to look harder in that direction.”
“Well,” Costa said. “I’m all for looking. But I would love to hear your ideas as to exactly where the hell we start.”
 



CHAPTER 25
Bloomington, Minnesota is home to the Mall of America. Built in 1992, MOA is America’s largest shopping venue, boasting 4.2 million square feet of enclosed space, including a full-scale theme park, a permanent underground marine life exhibit, and more than 2.5 million square feet of retail stores and restaurants. It also hosts an estimated 40 million visitors each year from all over the world – more than twice as many as Disney World.
From the perspective of a terrorist, MOA presents an almost irresistible target. Why it has not, as yet, been attacked by one terror group or another is a mystery to the Department of Homeland Security, which lists the mall as one of its Top Ten Domestic Terror Targets. DHS continues to warn MOA’s operators of its vulnerabilities on a regular basis, making numerous suggestions for improvements, such as using transparent garbage cans to deter placement of bombs and maintaining armed security on premises. Unfortunately, other than concrete barriers near main entrances, the Mall’s owners and operators have largely ignored DHS warnings, claiming that authorities can point to no credible threat.
Such thinking leaves MOA, and most other indoor malls, vulnerable to attack by truck bombs, suicide vest bombers, or plain old firearms, the latter arguably becoming a greater danger with many malls, including MOA, declaring their premises to be “Gun Free Zones.” A determined jihadi could empty his AK-47 numerous times before armed law enforcement might arrive to rescue any surviving shoppers.
* * *
Yes, the Mall of America was what terrorists would call a “target rich environment.” To date, it had been a lucky target rich environment. Its luck was about to change if the North Korean military had anything to say about it.
It hadn’t taken the generals long after discovering the capsule’s landing site to decide on the best target for their assault. The most densely populated tourist destination in the United States lay less than 100 kilometers distant.
Further investigation had revealed that mall security was practically nonexistent, consisting predominantly of untrained private security guards and an aging collection of retired law enforcement officers armed with walkie-talkies, pepper spray, and uniform hats. The foolish Americans were so concerned about civil rights, they would rather risk complete vulnerability to terror rather than face the judgment of their own mass media should some over-zealous Mall Cop inadvertently injure a patron.
The American defenses at the Mall of America were laughable, really. Even an operative with minimal training could deliver Pyongyang’s biological weapon to the mall’s interior in a backpack or bag with no fear of search or seizure.
A cursory examination of the Mall’s design, which was readily available on the internet, made choosing the precise location for the attack easy. All that remained was for the agent to package the biologic for maximum dispersal and to add the explosive – Chinese fireworks known as M-80s would work just fine.
 



CHAPTER 26
Red Wing, Minnesota.
As I navigated the Pilot home from St. Paul, I rolled our predicament over and over in my mind.
I had sounded so brilliant when I’d told Costa we needed to consider “cause and effect” in the meteor/FMD “coincidence” at Rodney’s farm. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been able to come up with a single theory where the meteor strike could cause FMD, or FMD could cause a meteor to land at Rodney’s. No theory, that is, other than the meteor being coated with a modified FMD virus that could somehow survive the burning heat of atmospheric re-entry. I’m no biologist, but that scenario seemed impossible.
I would continue to consider cause and effect, though, because I didn’t believe in coincidences any more than Agent Costa did . . . and because, if the virus hadn’t arrived with the meteor, we were dealing with two sources of threat. Not just one. If we failed to extinguish both threats, the terrorists had won . . . and that was simply not an option.
* * *
“Two separate terror attacks on the same farmer?” Beth said as we sat on the red leather couch in our living room. “I don’t know, Babe. That sounds like a stretch.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But stretches seem to be about all we’re left with. Think about it. A meteor strike slash North Korean attack, and the first Foot and Mouth outbreak in a century, both occurring simultaneously . . . and in the middle of nowhere to boot? The whole situation defies logic. Why shouldn’t the solution defy logic as well?”
I could tell Beth was sympathetic. Unfortunately, she wasn’t clairvoyant.
“Okay,” she said. “Let’s assume we don’t use logic to find our answers. How do you plan to proceed?”
That was the question I had hoped Beth would answer.
“Fortuity?” I said.
“You’re hoping we’ll get lucky? Okay. You get your rabbit’s foot and start rubbing. I’ll go pluck a four leaf clover.” Beth wasn’t mocking me. She was just pointing out the challenges of a strategy that relied on luck.
“Ha. Ha. Ha,” I said. “Actually, I was planning to pursue the Jeffersonian approach.”
Beth smiled, “The harder I work, the more luck I seem to have?”
“Precisely,” I said.
“Great,” Beth said. “Where would you like me to begin?”
“With a hardy South African virus that somehow found its way to Minnesota. Can you make us some luck in that area?”
“I can definitely do that,” Beth said with a smile. “Maybe not good luck. But I’ll check into it and we’ll soon find out.”
We discussed a few more details. By the time I left, Beth had assumed one of her favorite work postures, sitting on the front porch settee, legs crossed in the lotus position, and laptop exactly where its name said it belonged. Her fingers danced across the computer’s keys while its miniature electronic brain applied itself to our quandary.
 



CHAPTER 27
Ames, Iowa.
Kent Evans had been scanning and rescanning the web nonstop since he’d sent the email about FMD to the Ottawa County Sheriff. There had to be news of the outbreak in the media soon! They couldn’t possibly misdiagnose Foot and Mouth once they knew what they were looking for.
After a full day and night at the computer, Kent knew two things. His wife was at her wits’ end with his absences from family time, and he needed to do even more to jumpstart his illicit business plan.
He had also come to the conclusion that someone – he didn’t know who – was covering up his FMD attack. He wouldn’t let that happen again. In fact, he had already decided to contact the news media with his next attack.
Regardless of the risks, Kent would make his plan succeed. It was succeed or die. The way he saw it, those were his family’s only two chances for the cash they so desperately needed. He hoped Jeannie wouldn’t have to collect his life insurance benefits. But if that was what it took to get them out of this dark place, he would make it happen.
 



CHAPTER 28
Red Wing, Minnesota.
I was just returning home from a drive out to Benny Volnscheid’s place. “Squalor” didn’t begin to describe his living conditions.
The entire living area was maybe twelve feet square. In the living room, a threadbare oriental rug lay forlorn over broad pine boards. Open cans that had once contained baked beans and beef stew stood in ranks on the kitchen counter, each with its lid still attached, bent upward at ninety degrees. Outside behind the ramshackle structure, empty whiskey bottles lay in heaps, their testimony echoing through a sea of tin cans – the final resting place, too, no doubt, for the tin soldiers standing at attention inside.
And everywhere, the putrid stench of body odor hung like rotting cabbage in the air.
Benny had greeted me warmly, calling me “Sarge,” offering up a serving of beans and a shot of his best distillate if I had the time. I couldn’t stay, for many reasons. The threat of two biological attacks loomed over our county, for one. Others reasons were personal . . . emotional really . . . an intense sadness at the thought of the circumstances in which this soldier’s country had abandoned him. And concern . . . certainly, concern . . . over this man’s plight, and the probability of a future filled with days as acrid and rotten as the air that filled this place. Days through which Benny would march on silently, shuffling down the dusty road of decline until some disease, or more likely, despair, claimed him.
I couldn’t help but admire the man’s ability to endure. But it was disheartening to think that mere endurance seemed all he could hope for.
I will do what I can, Blastus. Hang in there.
Arriving at 1011 Jefferson Avenue, I resolved to push thoughts of Benny aside for now. I needed my brain to function rationally. Emotions are fine for what they are, but they can also be a soldier’s worst enemy.
* * *
After changing clothes and tossing my Benny attire in the washer, I joined Beth on the front porch, where she again – or maybe, still – sat cross-legged on the wicker settee.
“Hey, Babe,” she said. “I heard you come in, then smelled you all the way out here.”
“Sorry. That’s a story I’d prefer to postpone for now. My clothes are in the wash, though,” I said. Never let it be said I didn’t do the least I could do.
“Props to you, Babe.” Beth smiled then returned her attention to the laptop.
I smiled back.
As I watched her working, a wisp of a breeze tossed a few strands of sandy blond hair across her face. Beth responded by blowing puffs of air from the sides of her mouth until the hair cooperated, flipping up and out of her way. The best things in life truly are free.
I took a seat in one of the large wicker chairs, positioning it at an angle to the settee.
“Any progress with South Africa?” I asked.
“Some,” she said. “Still need some of that luck, though.”
“What have you found so far?” Beth’s talents with anything and everything digital were without equal. If there were clues to be found, she would find them. I had no doubt.
“I’ve discovered I can track passports from the U.S. to Johannesburg and back,” she said. “And I’ve got names and addresses for South African nationals currently in the country on visas.”
“That sounds pretty good,” I said.
“Wait, there’s more,” she said, imitating a late night TV hawker.
We exchanged smiles. Sometimes a smile from the right person provides just enough je ne sais quoi to keep a guy going, you know?
“I’ve also been able to hack into FedEx, UPS, and DHL. So I’ve got their manifests and customer lists involving South African shipments as well.”
“That sounds like a lot of info,” I said. “I’m afraid to ask whether there’s a manageable subset somewhere that brings us closer to at least one of our terrorists?”
“Every step is a step closer, Babe,” Beth said. “It’s much easier to whittle down a long list than to build one up from scratch. Information is the coin of the realm, you know.”
“I do, indeed.” Hadn’t I once said information is power? I guess Beth and I agreed.
“You’ve done very well, my queen . . . so well, in fact, that I’ve brought you a present.” I produced a grungy and tattered spiral notebook from my shirt pocket and presented it to Beth.
She pinched it, somewhat reluctantly and at arm’s length, between two fingers.
“How nice,” she said. “And it has an aroma, too.” Her nose wrinkled.
“Yeah. Sorry. Unavoidable.”
“What is it, exactly?” she asked, still distancing herself from the gift.
“Let’s see,” I said. “I think it’s what you computer goddesses call a data set. Maybe you want to take a peek? It doesn’t bite.”
“Hmm.”
Beth put the small notepad down on the wicker coffee table and padded off into the house. Moments later, she returned wearing a pair of white cotton gloves.
“Okay,” Beth said, reacquiring the notebook. “Let’s see what you’ve got to say, little tablet.” She flipped back the ragged cover. “Car licenses?” she asked.
“Yup.”
“Any of them from South Africa?” she asked, doubtfully.
“Nope. But all of these cars have been seen in the vicinity of Rodney Holton’s farm. I think they’re chronological,” I said, reaching to demonstrate for Beth.
She snatched the notebook from my grasp.
“I think I can figure that out,” Beth said, feigning insult. “Where did you get this little gem anyway? It looks like it’s been run over a few times . . . in a pig pen . . . at a tire disposal facility . . . adjacent to an oil spill.”
“Blastus,” I said.
“Blastus?”
“You know, where I got it isn’t really important. I believe the source to be reliable – at least as regards these license numbers.”
Beth looked doubtful.
“What I’m hoping,” I continued, “is that you can maybe cross check these babies with either your South Africa list or your black Corollas. Perhaps we can make us some luck.”
“Cross check, indeed,” Beth said, nodding her approval. “Well done, Watson.”
I cleared my throat in protest.
“Watson? Really?”
“You’ve got skills, Babe,” Beth said. “I’ll grant you that. But you’re a long way from jousting with the master.” She smiled, her teeth radiating a beautiful white.
Who could argue with a smile like that?
* * *
While Beth shuffled Benny’s license plate numbers into her other databases, I decided to give Gunner a call . . . if for no other reason, because someone should be keeping an eye on him.
“Gunderson,” he answered.
“Hey Gunner,” I said cheerfully. “It’s Beck, just calling to check in.”
“Uh huh,” he said. “I got caller ID, ya know. Marvelous twenty-first century investigative tool.”
“So pleased you’re staying on technology’s cutting edge,” I said.
“Right. So you’re all checked in,” Gunner said. “Are we done? Can I get back to work?”
“I just wanted to make sure you were still keeping tabs on Rodney Holton’s farm, and all things relating thereto,” I said, unable to resist a bit of lawyer talk.
“Hmm,” Gunner said. “Let’s see. All things relating thereto . . . . I just got a call from a lawyer who fancies himself a private dick. Does that count?”
“Present company is always excepted, Gunner.” He was making his usual lame attempt at humor. “Anything else?”
“Hey. You know what? I do have something that might be up your meteor-chasing alley,” Gunner said. “The Sheriff’s clerk just forwarded me an email from his crackpot folder. Somebody’s got a hot tip that there’s a terror attack in progress at Rodney’s.”
That tip was a lot more interesting to me than Gunner could have possibly imagined. But I wasn’t in a position to explain why.
“Some folks just trip over the crucial info,” I said. “And I have to work so hard to dig for it. It’s just not fair.”
“Right,” Gunner said. “Life’s a bitch. So do you want me to forward this hot tip your way? Or do we just let it sift through the cracks of law enforcement bureaucracy?”
“Oh, by all means, send it along. You never know when I might be able to make a silk purse from a sow’s ear.”
“Rodney didn’t have no pigs, Beck. Just Herefords. Pay attention.”
“It’s a saying, Gunner. Silk purse? Sow’s ear?” It was hard to tell sometimes whether Gunner was being intentionally dense. I suspected now was one of those times.
“Okay,” I said when he didn’t respond. “Just forward your hot terror tip to my usual email account. I’ll double check my notes about those Herefords.”
“Right,” Gunner said. “It’s on the way as we speak. Now . . . can I get back to work?”
“Sure thing. And please give my best to the missus.”
The phone line went dead. I guess he was too busy to pass on well wishes.
He was true to his word about the email, though. It arrived in my Inbox before I got there myself. I noticed that Gunner had copied the email to Agent Costa as well. I smiled. Gunner may not place much credence in this email terror tip, but he wasn’t going to be the last lawman to touch it, just in case. By copying Costa, he’d fulfilled his duty to report the communication to the FBI.
If every government official – including, for instance, the President of the United States – had properly followed up on improbable intelligence in advance of 9/11, the attack on the Twin Towers might have been prevented. Gunner was being thorough. I had to admire that.
I turned my attention to the body of the email.
Wow! The tip was specific about both the location and the type of attack. It even mentioned FMD. Whoever sent this email was clearly connected to the cause of the outbreak. It might even be from the terrorist himself.
Though Gunner had no information to corroborate this tip, Costa and I sure did. I decided to give the Agent a call.
“Costa,” he said. “What’s up?”
“A couple things,” I said.
“Very well, then. Let’s hear them.”
“First off, have you got anything more concrete on that black Corolla?”
“No,” he said. “And it is looking less and less likely that the satellite gurus are going to come through for us on that front.”
“Okay,” I said. “Here’s number two. Check your email.”
“What?”
“Please check your email account right now, if you would be so kind,” I said.
“Roger,” Costa said. “One moment.”
I imagined Costa squirting tobacco juice into a spittoon as he punched up his email account.
“Got it,” he said, momentarily. “I have about 300 messages in here. What do you want me to look at?”
“Chief Deputy Gunderson sent you an email a few minutes ago. Pull that one up, if you would, and give it a read-through. It’s short.”
I waited.
“Well, sonofabitch!” Costa’s voice rang clearly in my earpiece.
“That’s right along my line of thinking,” I said. “So will you have your guys follow up on this email, maybe find out where it came from, etcetera?”
“The FBI has people who live to do exactly that. This email is going to make somebody’s day over in SIGINT. I shall ensure that this assignment gets top priority.” SIGINT stands for Signal Intelligence.
“Excellent,” I said. “I’ll have my people take a stab at it, too.” He didn’t know that Beth was “my people.”
“You have computer pros there in Red Wing?” Costa asked, a hint of skepticism in his voice.
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said. He couldn’t see the smile spreading across my face. My people are probably gonna kick your people’s asses.
Now . . . to get this new info into my people’s hands.
 



CHAPTER 29
Suburban Minneapolis, Minnesota.
Johnny Shin Cho didn’t eat much at dinner that evening. His stomach was unsettled. Probably something he ate, he reasoned. That taco he’d had for lunch had tasted a little funny.
By early evening, Johnny had developed a phlegmy cough and a low fever and he decided to turn in early. His wife asked whether he was okay.
“Some kind of bug,” he said. “A good night’s sleep and I’ll be golden in the morning.”
* * *
At 10:30 p.m., Johnny awoke to find his wife gently shaking his shoulder.
“What is it?” he said. “What’s wrong?” He felt groggy and his words slurred.
“The air conditioner system is broken at the casino,” she said, in a heavy Korean accent.
Sun-Hi had been home schooled by her mother through eighth grade. Having moved directly from her father’s home to her husband’s, she had never seen the need to perfect her English.
“They say you must come right away.”
Johnny’s head was still swimming. He sat up in bed and put his feet on the floor, triggering a series of deep mucousy coughs, followed by a wheezing breath.
“Are you okay to work, Shin?” his wife asked. “You don’t look so good. I tell casino you come tomorrow.”
Johnny knew he couldn’t afford to lose business, and the casino always paid its bills promptly and in full. Never a complaint. He could work through this bug, whatever it was.
“It is all right, Sun-Hi,” Johnny said in Korean as he headed for the shower. “I will shower and . . . .” Another coughing spell interrupted him.
Sun-Hi moved to assist him, but he waved that he was okay and closed the bathroom door.
When the coughing subsided once more, Johnny examined his face in the mirror. He looked like hell, but he could do anything for a couple hours. He would catch up on his sleep tomorrow. One of the contractors could cover for him then.
 



CHAPTER 30
Red Wing, Minnesota.
When I located Beth, she had retreated from the front porch swelter to the air conditioned environment of the kitchen and a cool, granite workspace.
A lot of folks know that Minnesota gets cold in the winter. Not everyone knows it can get over 100 degrees Fahrenheit in July and August. Today was a scorcher.
“Hey, Beth. I’ve got a new and exciting opportunity for you,” I said.
“Another one?” She smiled.
“What? You aren’t finished with the first one yet?” I feigned shock. “What’ve you been doing all day?”
Beth dismissed my folderol with a grin that got the message across.
“Actually,” Beth said momentarily, “I am just about finished. I’ve identified your black Corolla and was about to check it against the South Africa data.”
“You’ve got the Corolla already? Really?” I was genuinely impressed. Of course, I am frequently impressed by Beth’s talents. “Where is it? Who owns it?”
“Which question shall I start with,” she said. “I think there were four in there.”
“The owner,” I said, “. . . and address.”
Beth punched a couple keys on the laptop and swept a finger across the touch screen.
“The car is owned by an auto rental agency by the name of Quality United Rental located in Bloomington, Minnesota,” she read. “I’ve got their street address and phone number here if you want them.”
“A car rental place, huh? I was hoping for a real live person.”
Beth raised an eyebrow.
“Oh,” she said, “I’m sorry. Let me look harder.” She tapped a few more keys. “Aw shucks, still registered to the car place. You want me to try again?”
“Um . . . no, thank you,” I said, making my best puppy face.
“Unfortunately, I can’t get into the rental agency’s records to find out who rented the car on the day in question,” Beth continued.
I wasn’t used to Beth experiencing failure when it came to computers and hacking.
“I’m just wondering out loud here,” I said, “but why not?”
“They don’t use a digital system,” she said, matter-of-factly.
“What does that mean?” I asked. I can be truly clueless when it comes to computer . . . stuff.
“It means,” Beth said, “that their rental records are on paper, not computer. You’ll have to drag Gunner or somebody up there with a warrant and search by hand. Do you think you can manage that without me?”
She smiled.
I smiled back.
“I think we can handle it,” I said. “Thank you for the info, though.”
“You’re welcome,” Beth said.
“Oh. I almost forgot. I’ve got a new project I think you’re gonna like.”
“What makes you think I’ll like it?” Beth asked.
“Because, it’s competitive,” I said. “You get to show the entire FBI computer battalion that you can find the answer before they do.”
Beth laughed.
“I do like a challenge. Is it more urgent than crosschecking the Corolla with South Africa?”
I was pretty sure it was.
“Definitely.”
“Okay,” she said. “What are we waiting for? They’ve got a head start.”
I explained to Beth about Gunner’s “terror tip” email and turned her loose. I stood by for a few minutes just watching her nimble fingers attacking the keyboard, her lovely eyes scanning the digital windows as they opened and closed . . . were minimized then enlarged once more.
After a short time, Beth turned to me.
“You do have someplace to be, right?”
I’d been daydreaming and now yanked myself back to consciousness.
“Yeah. Uh. Of course. Right.” I could be smooth sometimes. “I’ll just . . . uh . . . I’ll get on the Corolla . . . uh . . . thing. Carry on.” I smiled.
Beth smiled back.
As I left the kitchen, the computer keys were again clicking furiously. Probably screens flashing data all over the place, too. That’s my gal.
 



CHAPTER 31
It would be an undeniable joy for me to inform Agent Costa that my humble intelligence-gathering squad consisting of dissolute Vietnam vet and small town housewife had identified the very car his technology cadre, flush with resources such as satellite imagery and super computers, had not.
My call went to Costa’s voicemail.
Damn.
“Agent Costa,” I began, after waiting for the beep. “I wish you had been available to take my call. I have important information to advance our investigation into the Ottawa County matter. It’s not something that can wait. So I’ll start without you. Call me when you get this message. Thanks.”
Starting without Costa had seemed the logical thing to do. There was only one problem. Quality United Rental was not going to let me review their rental records without a warrant. I couldn’t include Gunner due to his lack of security clearance – and Bloomington was outside his jurisdiction anyway.
Then I remembered that Costa had invited me into this case on the recommendation of my old colleague, Dan Trew. Dan had some serious suck in Washington these days and might be able to help.
Dan had one of the longest official titles of anyone I had ever met – “Executive Assistant Director for National Security Branch/Associate Executive Assistant Director for National Security Branch, Counter-Terrorism Division.” I knew Dan from a case in which we had both been involved a few years back, when he was just a “Special Agent.” He wasn’t really an agent at all anymore, but I trusted him, and that meant everything.
I punched up Dan’s direct number on my cell.
He answered his telephone, “Executive Assistant Director Trew.”
“Dan,” I said. “The skeletons are rattling in your closet again.”
There was a moment of silence.
“You really should give fair warning before you phone me, Beck. I’ve got a personal laser satellite now. Zaps any caller perceived by the system as a threat to international security. Frankly, I’m surprised it didn’t toast you.”
Dan was only half kidding. I was pretty sure he didn’t have a defense satellite dedicated to his use and protection. On the other hand, if he did possess such a device, it probably would have fried me. I’m certain my computer records appear highly suspicious.
“Nice to talk to you, too, Dan,” I said.
“Look, Beck,” he said. “I’d love to chat, but I’ve got kind of an important meeting in ten minutes. So let’s cut to the chase, shall we? What can I do for you?”
Dan was all business. I supposed he had needed to make that adjustment when he switched from operative to bureaucrat.
“I’ve got kind of an emergent situation, Dan. That guy Costa you gave my name to?”
“Yeah. You mean he actually took my recommendation?”
“Yes, he did,” I said. “And I’m into this investigation up to my failing follicles. Please understand, I don’t want to be a prick, but I’ve got an extremely time-sensitive situation and I can’t reach Costa to do some police work that actually requires the police.”
“You must be a terror magnet, Beck. If I were a citizen of your town, I’d ride you out on a rail.”
It was true that the municipality of Red Wing, and Ottawa County in general, had seen more than their fair share of terror activity since I’d moved back home. I couldn’t explain it . . . but I couldn’t very well ignore it either.
“Then I guess I’m glad you don’t live in Red Wing,” I said. “But I still need your help.”
“So you want me to ping him?” Dan asked. “Get his attention for you?”
“Either that,” I said, “or point me toward someone else who’s got authority to procure an emergency search warrant in Bloomington, Minnesota . . . I think that’s Hennepin County.”
“Obviously, this is going to be a whole lot easier if Costa can be your guy,” Dan said. “I’ll have my secretary get on it pronto. Costa’s a good man. He’ll come through for you once he knows your sitch.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” I said.
“Well, like I said, Beck, I gotta go. Call me sometime when you don’t have work for me to do . . . just to catch up. Oh, and make it a secure line, okay?”
“Roger that, Dan,” I said. “I’m grateful for your assistance as always. Carry on.”
“I always do,” he said, and terminated the call.
* * *
Experience has taught me it’s frequently better to do something than nothing. I opted for a road trip to Bloomington, about an hour’s drive from Red Wing . . . and home to the offices of Quality United Rental.
I was just clearing the city limits when my cell buzzed. It was Costa. Frankly, I was a little worried he’d be irritated at my assiduousness in contacting his boss’s boss’s boss.
“Before you light into me,” I began, “let me just say in my own defense that I tried to call you directly first.”
Costa laughed.
“No worries,” he said. “You got my SAC off his ass to deliver your message personally. It might be the most useful thing he’s done in weeks.”
I appreciated Costa’s spirit of cooperation.
“So fill me in on this ‘emergent situation’ that requires my immediate involvement.”
“I’ve got a name and address for the black Corolla,” I said. “It’s a car rental place in Bloomington . . . Minnesota, not Illinois. And we’ll need a warrant to grab their rental records.”
“How did you bring that bossy home?” Costa started. “Scratch that. Can you email me the details?”
Bossy? Seriously?
“First of all, don’t pretend to be all bucolic,” I said. “I know you’re a city boy. Second, I’ll contact my computer expert and make sure you get that email. Just give her a couple minutes to get the info packaged for you, okay?”
“Right.”
“And Costa,” I said. “Make sure to call me back this time, ‘cause I’ll be at Quality United in fifty minutes, with or without you. Capiche?”
“Oh,” Costa said. “Please don’t do that.”
 



CHAPTER 32
Pyongyang, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.
The Supreme Leader had summoned his generals to the palace for a progress report on the biological attack to which he had assigned the code name “Sleeping Dog.”
The generals had gathered in the presidential conference room, decked out in dress uniforms that dripped with military medals and insignia. The gathering came to attention and snapped salutes as their young leader entered.
The new Supreme Leader had inherited his position, just as his father had before him. It had been less than three years since the current potentate’s rise to power. The generals remained skeptical regarding the new president’s ability to lead the Korean nation, but none had summoned the courage to literally risk life and limb to challenge him.
As the president crossed the room toward an ornate chair at the head of the table, the generals shuffled a silent rotation – still at attention, still in full salute – so they were always facing him. The scene might have appeared comical to an outsider, but the mood inside the room was solemn.
A uniformed aide who had entered with the president now assisted him with the enormous, gilded throne.
Once their diminutive leader sat tucked majestically in his chair behind the dark, burled oak, he scanned the assembly, making eye contact with each of the more than twenty military leaders that lined the ponderous table.
At last he spoke.
“Welcome to my palace.”
At this, the generals dropped their salutes, bringing their white gloved hands together in dignified applause for their leader. The clapping continued for more than a minute before the president motioned them to their seats.
What followed was a bizarre dance consisting of generals popping up and down – reminiscent of a slow motion game of whack-a-mole – interspersed with controlled applause, which always followed the president’s lead.
At the meeting’s conclusion, the final details of operation “Sleeping Dog” had been settled. The Americans would soon learn never again to provoke the sovereign nation of North Korea.
 



CHAPTER 33
Bloomington, Minnesota.
Quality United Rental consisted of a 1960’s vintage steel commercial building surrounded by a few thousand square feet of paved parking lot. There was room for maybe two dozen vehicles. Whatever rental records they kept inside the glass-fronted offices shouldn’t take long to review.
I swung off American Boulevard into the lot, selecting a parking spot marked for “Customers Only.” There was no evidence of Costa. He hadn’t called me back yet either. I put the Pilot in park and punched up Costa’s cell.
“I am leaving the Federal Courthouse as we speak, warrant in hand,” Costa said, by way of answering the phone.
“I’m parked in the lot at the rental place,” I said, drumming my fingers on the center console beside me.
“Promise me you will wait until I get there.” I may have been imagining things, but Costa sounded a bit . . . I don’t know . . . nervous? Perhaps my reputation as a self-starter wasn’t entirely a good thing.
“Don’t get your undies in a bunch,” I said. “I’ll wait . . . at least for a while.”
“Just . . . wait,” he said. “If you go in there now you are going to eff everthing up. You hear me?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I do. But use your siren or something. Time’s a wastin’.”
Costa ended the call.
* * *
It took Costa twelve minutes to reach my location. Not bad. He had hurried after all. He had also brought with him a spare car, out of which spilled four guys in dark suits and sun glasses. All together, we presented a search force of five jackbooted FBI dudes and li’l old me.
I turned off the Pilot’s engine and stepped out into the summer heat.
“You sure you got enough troops there, Agent?” I asked Costa as I approached him. “There’s no POI here, you know.” I made sure to use correct FBI terminology. “Just some rental clerk with a couple file cabinets.”
“Procedure,” he said. “Shall we?” He motioned me toward the building entrance.
“Maybe I’ll grab a Diet Dew,” I said, indicating the Pepsi machine along one exterior wall. “I bet you’ll have everything searched and seized before I can pop the top.”
“Suit yourself,” Costa said, turning toward the building entrance.
I had managed to consume most of my beverage before the rental office regurgitated the men in black, two of them toting letter-size cardboard banker’s boxes containing what I supposed were rental documents.
“What took you so long?” I said, leaning my back against the Pilot’s rear window, one boot heel hooked atop the bumper.
The other four FBI guys got back in their cars. Costa walked over to me as I took another sip of Dew. He stopped a few feet short of a hug.
“That’s one helluva rental agreement they’ve got at Quality United,” I said. “Two whole boxes.
“You know, Beck,” Costa said, expelling a juicy gob on the asphalt just to my left. “You can be a pain in the ass.”
I surmised that I was now one of those people Costa was comfortable expectorating in front of.
“That all you got?” I asked.
Costa laughed.
He tossed his head at the sedan holding the seized documents.
“Thoroughness,” he said. “Need to make sure we get everything we need the first time. We might not get a second chance.”
Who could argue? Not me.
“So . . .” I said, “What do we know for sure?”
He produced a leather notepad from an inside pocket, flipping open to page one. “On the night in question,” he said, “the Corolla was leased to a company called Park Heating and Cooling. Their offices are not far from here. Will you be joining us?”
He looked like he was working up another gob. I raised an index finger. He stopped swishing.
“Couldn’t lose me if you tried,” I said, bouncing off the tailgate and around to the driver’s door.
“I didn’t think so,” Costa said, mostly to himself.
* * *
Costa had been right . . . Park Heating and Cooling wasn’t far. The two sedans filled with feds pulled to the curb a block short of our destination. I rolled up behind the second car and we all got out.
Without any obvious direction from Costa, the other five agents, now sporting FBI-emblazoned bulletproof vests, fanned out. Costa wore a vest, too. It appeared they had already devised a plan to surround the POI and his dastardly crew.
“You really think we’re gonna find something here?” I asked, leaning on Costa’s car and squinting against the sun.
Costa cocked his head.
“Hard to say. We are damn well going to look though.”
That’s how people work when they do a good job . . . they make an effort even when there’s no guaranteed payoff.
“I’m with you,” I said. “So what’s the strategy here?” I reached into my shirt pocket, unfolded a pair of Ray Ban Aviators, and hooked them over my ears. Why should I be squinting when everyone else was sporting shades?
Costa cocked his head as though listening to something. I decided he was wearing an earpiece for short range encrypted communication with his team.
“They’re in position,” Costa said. “Now, you and I just stroll up to the front and ask for the manager. Got it?”
“Got it.”
Sometimes the simple plans work best.
As we approached, I could see the lights were off in the office. Costa tried the front door. It was locked.
Sometimes, when employing a simple plan, one must innovate . . . make adjustments on the fly.
“Front is locked,” Costa said, obviously speaking to his guys. “Tighten it up and check alternate entrances.”
Costa stepped back from the building, increasing his view of the scene . . . and his chances of survival should anyone inside start shooting through the door. I moved slightly behind Costa and his bulletproof vest.
“There’s a company panel van parked out back,” Costa reported to me. “But all doors to the building are locked and none of my agents sees any movement inside.”
“What about the van?” I asked.
“Re-establish a safe perimeter,” Costa ordered. “Then two of you guys check out the panel van.”
A few minutes passed in silence . . . at least, it was silence without an earpiece. I had no way to know what chatter the FBI folks might have been exchanging, except for Costa, of course.
After some time, Costa pressed two fingers against his ear radio.
“Repeat that,” he said. “Say again.”
Something was definitely happening.
“Let’s go,” Costa said. “You enter from the back and we’ll cover egress up here.”
I heard the thump-crack of a battering ram as one of the agents forced his way through a rear door. Then there was a lot of yelling and banging around from inside the building.
“FBI. Show yourselves.”
“Clear.”
Clang! A metal door opening?
“Clear.”
“FBI. Police, come out with your hands up.”
“Clear.”
I’m sure the yelling was typical of a police incursion. It sounded just like they do it on TV. Back when I worked for the government, my Team never announced an entry. It would have been suicidal to do so. Circumstances were different in those days, of course. It was, nevertheless, interesting to observe this coordinated entry in progress.
After a short time, the yelling and banging around stopped.
Costa again touched his earpiece.
“Nobody home,” he said to me. “Bad news in the van though.”
We started walking around the side of the building toward the rear.
“What sort of bad news?” I asked. “Half a meteor?”
As we approached the open rear doors of the van, I could see exactly what the bad news was. On the floor, between tool boxes, hanging ladders, and nylon ropes, lay the body of a man. He was oriental and wearing an industrial uniform. The embroidered patch across his back read: “Park Heating and Cooling.”
“Close it up,” Costa ordered. One of his agents swung the rear doors of the van closed, fastening the latch with a firm twist on the door handle.
“Contact HazMat and get a unit out here pronto.” The Agent’s countenance was grim.
 



CHAPTER 34
Ames, Iowa.
Kent Evans’ distress level was skyrocketing. He’d searched Google so often by this point that all he had to type on his laptop was the “F” to bring up links to “Foot and Mouth Disease.” It had been two days since he’d sent the anonymous email to the County Sheriff, yet the web remained silent concerning the FMD threat.
This oversight could not be the result of mere incompetence. Someone had definitely discovered the infected herd and orchestrated the fire to squelch the threat, as well as any public disclosure of it.
It had to be the federal government. Local agencies – law enforcement, health officials, emergency management officers – had neither the connections, nor the audacity, to orchestrate a cover-up. The CDC must be involved, he reasoned. Probably the FBI, too. His first email to the Ottawa County Sheriff had, no doubt, been passed along to the FBI, where it was effectively quashed.
He knew the risks of attempting a second communication, but other options seemed even worse. He would try Ottawa County one last time.
Repeating his trip to the Ames Public Library, he once again accessed the internet under the anonymous “Guest” account. He considered using the same fake email account he’d used on his last attempt to warn the Sheriff, but decided a different address – the address of a second concerned citizen – might garner closer scrutiny.
After establishing the new email address, he sent the Ottawa County Sheriff the following message:
Dear Sheriff,
Terrorists have infected your county with the dreaded Foot and Mouth Disease. Washington has actively attempted to conceal this attack, from you and from the public, solely to serve its political purposes.
For the safety of your people, and the preservation of their livelihoods, I urge you to thoroughly investigate the events at Mr. Rodney Holton’s farm. Time is of the essence!
A Concerned Citizen
Was there a way he could make this message more compelling? If there were, he didn’t know how. He’d identified the specific threat and its precise location. And this time, he’d alerted the Sheriff to the dangers of cooperating with the feds. This was the best he could do.
He took a deep breath and hit “Send.”
 



CHAPTER 35
Park Heating and Cooling. Bloomington, Minnesota.
While we waited for the HazMat Team, a whole new crew of FBI agents arrived dressed in Tyvek protective bio-suits with full-face gas masks and rebreathers. I couldn’t help but notice the rebreathers’ resemblance to elephant trunks that Benny had mentioned at our earlier meeting.
The agents moved quickly to cordon off the area around Park Heating with yellow Crime Scene tape. Local police had also been called in to block traffic for several blocks around what was now being called the “contamination site.”
I was beginning to feel less than confident in the efficacy of the 3M fabric mask Costa had provided for my use. Still, Costa and I had remained in open air for the entire operation. The danger for his fellow agents, who had gone inside to search the building, was much greater. They wore the same mask as I did. It probably wouldn’t make any difference for them. If during their earlier search they’d already been exposed to whatever toxin the meteor/capsule might have contained, only proper medical treatment had a chance to save them.
The real HazMat experts arrived on scene about forty-five minutes after Costa’s call. Most HazMat teams aren’t like firefighters . . . they’re government scientists who work regular jobs until an emergency call comes in. In order for them to get here so quickly, I assumed Costa must have had them on standby for the meteor mission.
The HazMat guys drove two, unmarked, utility vans. They parked one in the lot behind the building, not far from the suspect’s van . . . I mean, the POI’s van. The other remained across the street. I counted twelve yellow suits in all.
The team in the back erected a Tyvek tent with a tunnel-like air lock extending out about ten feet. The tent had its own air circulation and filtration system, as evidenced by a gas powered generator that was now humming away near the containment structure and an industrial fan which was connected to the tent by a yellow accordion tube. The crew had also run water lines to the enclosure – presumably in case anyone might have need of a decon shower.
Every member of the HazMat team had a job to do, and they appeared to be executing flawlessly.
I looked over at Agent Costa, who had taken up a leaning position against the HazMat van in the street. He seemed relaxed – unruffled. He lifted the 3M mask away from his chin and spat on the asphalt, then returned the mask to its usual position.
Maybe I should take up chew. It looks . . . peaceful . . . at least when Costa does it. I pictured a vintage copper spittoon in our living room on Jefferson Avenue. Beth stepped into my mental image, hands on hips, wearing a look of disgust . . . a finger pointing down her throat for emphasis.
Nah. I’ll stick to gum. Beth makes me a better person. She always has.
I strolled over to Costa.
“Bored yet?” I asked through my mask as I assumed a position alongside him, my back resting against the van.
Costa laughed.
“Comes with the territory,” he said, his voice muffled by the fabric mask. “There’s probably nothing to worry about. No blood running out of my ears, anyway.” He leaned his head back against the van and stared up at the thin clouds that had begun to streak the sky.
“That’s comforting,” I said. I didn’t feel comforted. Then again, I wasn’t really worried either.
“The guy in the van might have been strangled,” I offered, “or maybe drowned.”
Costa laughed again.
“Yeah,” he said. “He has a swimming pool in his delivery truck. It just ran dry, so we didn’t notice it.” Costa paused. “Did you notice his mouth?”
“No,” I said. “I couldn’t see it from my angle. Foamy?” Poison victims frequently foam at the mouth.
“Like he’d gone dunking for apples in a tub of Burma Shave.”
“I see,” I said. “Probably not drowning then.” Costa didn’t respond. He didn’t need to.
He and I waited there, leaning against the side of the HazMat van, for a long time. Costa wasn’t chatty. I didn’t have much to say either.
The sun was getting ready to set, casting long ribbons of shadow from the Crime Scene tape, when one of the HazMat guys approached us. He held some sort of electronic device in both hands.
“Okay if I sweep you guys now?” he asked through the clear shield of his protective hood.
“I thought you’d never ask,” I said.
He motioned for Costa and me to extend our arms and spread our legs, then passed the device over and around us.
“Turn, please.”
We turned to face the van. The man in the space suit continued to sweep and scan.
“Okay,” he said, after what seemed like a long time, but was probably less than a minute. “You guys are clean.”
I felt my body relax. I hadn’t realized I’d been tense.
The HazMat guy pulled the hood off over his head, clamping it under one arm. Costa and I removed our puny fabric masks. The fresh air felt good on my sweaty face.
“What have we got?” Costa asked.
“Ricin,” he said. “The victim probably died from inhalation.”
“I see,” Costa said. “Is there any sign of the source?”
“That’s a slice of good news,” the man said. “We found a baggie of white powder in his van. The bag was triple sealed with rubber gloves and some sort of hollow metal ball inside. Guess he wasn’t careful enough.”
“How about the rest of the place, and the agents who went inside?” Costa asked.
“We found traces of ricin in the workshop vent filters and in the shop sink drain, but the men came out clean. We’ll send them to the hospital for monitoring, just in case. But I’m pretty certain they’ll be fine.”
“So he bagged the ricin in his workshop?” I asked.
“Looks like.”
“Have you got a name to go along with the body?” Costa asked.
“The cards in his wallet say, Shin Cho.”
Costa turned to me. “That would be the business owner,” he said, “and the signatory on the rental contract.”
I nodded.
“You didn’t happen to see any larger ball-shaped objects in there did you?” I asked. “Or maybe pieces of ball-shaped objects.”
“No, sir. But I can’t say we were really looking for any. There was a box with a garbage bag in the van though. We didn’t open it. Thought it would be safer at the lab. Maybe what you’re looking for is in there.”
“Maybe,” I said. I turned to Costa. “You’ll let me know if you find a shell of some sort, right? Something that used to look like a black bowling ball.”
“Of course,” he said.
* * *
Before heading back to Red Wing, I decided to swing by the Cho residence, just to get a feel for the life of the deceased POI.
The address the HazMat guy had given Costa was in the middleclass suburb of Bloomington – the same city that hosted the digitally impaired car rental place, Park Heating, and MOA, but in a wholly residential area on the other side of town.
The Pilot’s GPS navigator guided me unerringly to Cho’s neighborhood. From there, I checked the house numbers.
The home of Mr. Cho, and according to Costa, Mrs. Cho, fit right in with its surroundings. A one-story rambler with an attached two car garage that had probably been built in the sixties or early seventies, it sat on a lot barely wider than the house, but with a generous and well-groomed front yard. From the spacing of homes in the area, I guessed there was a sizeable back yard as well, probably equally well-groomed, maybe with a pool and a concrete patio for entertaining.
Cho’s was an average house, in an average neighborhood, part of an average suburb in the flyover state of Minnesota. Ordinary. Common.
Experience had taught me that the most competent terrorists weren’t the militant hatemongers who stomped the streets of Kabul, thrusting their AK-47s in the air like a team pennant. No. It was the unassuming type – the Shin Chos of the world, steadily employed, good neighbors who wouldn’t dream of allowing crab grass or creeping charlie to invade their immaculate lawns, or of letting their dogs poop on a neighbor’s yard – those were the dangerous ones, because they were “us.” And we liked “us.”
I pulled the Pilot to a stop on the far side of the broad suburban avenue. I should snap a few pics at least, though there didn’t seem to be much to look at. I clicked several quick frames with my phone camera . . . enough to show the house, a car in the drive, the closed garage door, and a lamp-lit living room behind drawn sheers.
Welcome to Middle America, home of Ward and June Cleaver . . . and former hunting ground for mass murderers Jeffrey Dahmer and Ed Gien.
I moved the gear shift out of “Park” and let the Pilot roll forward.
“Goodbye, peaceful neighborhood,” I said to myself. “I’ll be back . . . but you won’t.”
* * *
On the drive home, I pondered the meaning of the day’s discoveries.
It appeared that we had found the North Korean “biologic” – a baggie full of white powder in an oriental man’s van . . . a man named Park, one of Korea’s most common surnames. The rented black Corolla tied Cho to Rodney’s farm and the stolen meteor. I would like to have found the rest of the capsule – the part that resembled a black bowling ball – but as the man said, it may still be in the box with the garbage bag. It would be nice to tie up that loose end, but it wasn’t crucial for today.
Costa and the entire federal law enforcement team would pursue everything relating to Shin Cho like hungry locusts at a grain festival. They’d interview his family, friends, co-workers, third grade teacher, and probably his garbage man. His computers would be confiscated and squeezed for whatever information they might reveal. And the white powder – the ricin – would be analyzed to learn all that its chemistry could tell about its maker, its geographical origin, and probably the identity of the person who grew the castor beans from which it was made.
The FBI, the CDC, and the other professionals at Homeland Security would conduct a thorough investigation, of that I was certain, especially with Mr. “thoroughness is next to godliness” taking the point.
Maybe the feds would identify the POI’s target, perhaps even track the attack plan back to the North Korean space program. I doubted there would be enough evidence to make our ricin stick to the hands of Pyongyang in the court of geopolitics. Still, one could hope.
I’d done all I could with Rodney’s missing meteor for now. Pretty soon I’d be home with Beth. We’d have a nice dinner, share a bottle of wine . . . and then talk about our second terrorist.
Just another evening at the Beckers’.
 



CHAPTER 36
Pyongyang, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.
“General.” The young lieutenant came to a panting halt before his superior, almost forgetting to salute. The general was seated at his desk, enjoying a plate of mushroom steak with steamed asparagus . . . a perquisite from the president’s office.
The general placed his silver knife and fork on the placemat then dabbed at his mouth with the linen napkin.
“Lieutenant,” the general said, “as you can see, I am eating. Why do you interrupt me?”
“General,” the lieutenant replied, still obviously winded, “I am afraid I must bring disappointing news.”
The general’s expression turned to a scowl.
“I don’t want to hear it,” he said, his shaking head confirming the sentiment. “Whatever it is, just fix it.”
“But general. It is the capsule . . . Sleeping Dog. There is a problem.”
The general stood.
“I told you, I do not want to hear this. Now be gone, before I become angry.”
“I apologize, General, sir. But Shin Cho is dead. And the Americans have discovered our weapon. I am sorry, sir, but General Kang ordered me to inform you.” The lieutenant remained at attention, awaiting his punishment.
“That damn Kang,” the general growled under his breath. Looking back to the lieutenant, the general said, “You tell that mongrel, Kang, to fix this . . . this . . . situation. And you, Lieutenant . . . if you return to me again with bad news, I will have your head. Now get out.”
The lieutenant saluted and departed as hastily as he had arrived.
The general sat down, and after contemplating a bite of steak, pushed the plate away.
“Waiter,” he barked. A man dressed in white appeared at his door. “Take this away.” He indicated his plate of nearly untouched steak and asparagus. “And bring me that Russian vodka.”
 



CHAPTER 37
Red Wing, Minnesota.
The evening at home had gone pretty much as I had predicted – a nice dinner with my charming wife, mingled with and followed by discussion of the day’s investigative findings. Beth had reached somewhat of an impasse in her search for the source of the Sheriff’s Office emails. And for me, the investigation into the North Korean terrorist had, apparently, come to an end.
By 10:00 o’clock we were talked out concerning business matters and headed upstairs for bed.
We each felt a need to shower, to wash away the day’s heat and to cleanse mind and body from the negative karma of a terror investigation. Beth showered first, while I plopped in an upholstered chair near the bed and flipped on the TV news.
My eyes followed today’s top stories as they flickered by – the mug shot of a man wanted in a convenience store robbery, footage of a house fire in Robbinsdale, a traffic cam recording of a car accident and the resulting traffic jam in the I-35W/I-94 commons – but my brain barely registered their substance. At a certain point, the well of one’s conscious attention reaches maximum capacity. Unless the earth was ending, or my home was under attack, my brain was flat out full.
My peripheral vision caught Beth’s movement as she returned from the shower, and the subtle scent of her shampoo reached me a moment later. I turned to watch her.
Her shoulder-length, sandy blond hair swung damp and loose around her face as she dipped her head forward, wrestling a broad comb through a stubborn tangle in the back. Her pajama top was a sleeveless shell, its shoulder bands slightly moistened by wet hair brushing across the fabric.
She tossed her head back, working through the final few insubordinate strands with both hands. The posture lifted her short, silky top, revealing a few inches of smooth, tanned tummy – and a belly button – above her matching pink pajama shorts.
Huh. I had thought it would take an act of God to muster my focus, but Beth’s casual ritual worked just as well.
She hadn’t noticed me watching her – at least, I didn’t think she had. But when she was satisfied that her hair was smooth, with the comb gliding effortlessly through her satiny locks, she turned her head toward me and smiled.
It may have been impolite, but I couldn’t help staring just a little while longer.
“You okay, Babe?” she said, absently sliding a few stray strands behind one ear.
I should probably respond.
“Better than that,” I said, and stood up. “You look exquisite, my dear.” Why does the sight of Beth always cause me to catch my breath? “And I would caress your velvety cheek, and rain worshipful kisses on your neck and shoulders . . . but alas, I remain among the great unwashed.”
“Come here,” Beth said. She leaned forward and offered me her puckered lips.
I accepted.
“Mwah!” we both said at once. This behavior was perhaps childish, but we had developed this silly habit years ago, and I for one enjoyed the tradition.
“Now, hit the showers, Babe. Your filth offends me.” Beth smiled.
I smiled back and did as requested.
* * *
For a long while I just stood there, my back to the shower nozzle, letting the steamy spray work its healing magic. A hot shower is one of God’s miraculous gifts to humankind. Don’t believe anyone who tells you differently.
Eventually, having relaxed to the point where I had to will my legs to hold me up, I reached for the soap and shampoo to finish the job. Once I was clean and dry, I slipped into a pair of white cotton boxer shorts that serve as my usual warm weather sleepwear.
On returning to our bedroom, I found Beth tucked under the soft cotton sheet, propped on pillows against the headboard, reading a novel. I crawled into my side of the bed, one leg over and one under the top sheet.
“What are your plans for tomorrow?” I asked Beth as I lay there, my head resting on one hand and my eyes locked on Beth’s lips.
She slipped a marker between the pages and closed her book. Tossing the book and a spare pillow to the floor, she turned on her side to face me. Our noses were now mere inches apart.
“Hmm,” she said softly. “I’m thinking maybe a cup of good coffee and half a grapefruit.” She smiled, but I could see her eyes were heavy.
I reached across to turn off her bedside lamp. Beth rolled onto her back to facilitate the maneuver. On the way back to my side of the bed, I stopped to hover over her for a moment. Her eyes moved back and forth between mine.
“Whatcha doin’?” she asked.
I smiled, lowering myself carefully until I could kiss the spot where her shoulder met her neck.
“Mmm,” Beth sighed. “I’ll give you just a couple hours to knock that off.”
“I’m on it,” I whispered into her ear.
 



CHAPTER 38
Beth and I are both early risers, and this day was no exception. It was 6:30. We had just finished breakfast and were enjoying encore cups of coffee on the back porch swing.
“Don’t you love the smell of wet grass and the coo of those mourning doves?” I said, looking out at the light mist that hung tenaciously over our back yard.
Beth sipped from her mug.
“Mm hmm,” she said. “You know what I love even more?”
I turned to face her. She held her coffee mug coyly before her lips.
“I don’t know,” I said. “What?”
“The sound of a would-be terrorist cursing because I nailed his ass.” The corners of a smile peeked from behind the mug.
Here I thought we were having a moment . . . .
“Well, then,” I said, “let’s get you a hammer and we’ll have at it.” It was my turn to smile.
“I wish it were that easy,” Beth said, lowering her cup. “I’m at sort of a sticking point, as I told you last night.”
“Right,” I said. “You’ve got the email’s origin pegged to somewhere in eastern Iowa, but that’s not close enough to narrow the suspect pool.”
“I’ll keep working around the edges, though,” she said. “You never know when data might intersect fortuitously.”
“Ahh,” I said. “The Jeffersonian method again.”
“Unless you have a better idea?”
“Nope,” I said. “And in the meanwhile, I think I’ll check in with Agent Costa to see whether he and the FBI technology army have done any better than you on solving this puzzle.”
“If they found something I’ve missed,” Beth said, “I’m all ears.” She gave the swing a delicate shove with both feet. “And I’ve still got that trap on the Sheriff’s incoming emails, just in case the POS sends another communiqué.”
“Ahem,” I said. “I believe the acronym is POI. Person of Interest.”
“Not in my book,” Beth said. She could be sort of a hard-ass when she got into CIA mode. I thought that was pretty hot.
“Okay,” I said, rising from the swing. “I’m off to contact Costa, then depending on what he has to say, maybe I’ll bug Gunner some more.”
“You’re good at that,” Beth said, “the bugging thing. Go with your strengths, I say.” She smiled.
I smiled back and headed into the house.
* * *
My call to Costa went immediately to voicemail and I was about to hang up when Costa interrupted his recorded message.
“You’re up early, Beck,” he said. “I thought you might elect to catch a few extra winks after the long day yesterday.”
“Yeah, well,” I said, “the terrorists never sleep. Why should I?”
“I imagine that would be one way to look at it,” Costa said. “Admirable, in fact, as long as you don’t burn yourself out.”
“I’m a veritable well of unsinged paraffin,” I said. “On another matter, though . . .”
“Yes?” Costa said.
“How have the FBI computer jockeys been doing on locating the source of that email to the Sheriff? Are we close enough to put boots on the ground?”
“They have done pretty well, so far,” Costa said. “It appears the email was sent from somewhere in eastern Iowa.”
“I see,” I said, not telling him I had already received the same news from my computer department. “Shall we head out right now and arrest all those eastern Iowans? Or do you expect your folks will be able to put a finer point to it?”
“You’re not so funny in the morning,” Costa said.
“Then again, this isn’t a laughing matter,” I said. “Seriously. Eastern Iowa? That’s it?” I knew that Beth had done no better. But the FBI should possess at least a few resources beyond those available to my wife.
“I shall ring you when I know more on that one, okay?” Costa said. “I do have additional information on the meteor matter . . . that is, if you’re interested.”
“Sure,” I said. “What’ve you got?
“To start off,” Costa said, “the shell of the meteor was, indeed, contained in the box with the garbage bags. The lab has been able to piece the bigger chunks together and they think it’s all there.”
That was a nice bit of confirmation that we had found the right dead guy, and I told Costa so.
“That’s a nice bit of confirmation,” I said.
“Yes. It is,” he replied. “In addition, the lab says they have never seen a material like the one the capsule was made of . . . the shell of the capsule, that is. It seems to be some sort of high density Styrofoam. Light weight. Fire resistant.”
“Sounds like the kind of stuff that might fall from space,” I said. “That’s also consistent.”
“Maybe. In any case,” Costa said, “we sent a hunk of the material off to NASA to take a look at it. Maybe they can give us a positive ID.”
That made sense.
“What about the stuff in the clear baggies?” I asked. “Ricin?”
“The lab confirms the presence of ricin in the baggies,” Costa said. “The FBI Medical Examiner has also confirmed ricin poisoning as Mr. Cho’s cause of death. Apparently, he didn’t take appropriate precautions and inhaled some of the powder.”
“That was pretty sloppy,” I said. “Is this guy one of North Korea’s best and brightest?”
I could almost see Costa shrug through the phone.
“Sometimes you need to work with whatever . . . or whomever . . . is available. We are in Minnesota, for God’s sake. Not exactly prime terror real estate. North Korea was probably lucky to have anyone here at all.”
I supposed Costa was right about North Korea’s presence in the Upper Midwest. It would be much easier for Korean natives to blend into the general populace on one of the coasts.
“What else?” I asked Costa.
“There were two halves of a metal ball inside the baggies with the ricin,” Costa said. “They were made of titanium. There was also a small circuit board which was identified as a combination GPS locator and radio transmitter, though it was non-functional at the time of inspection.”
“The rubber gloves . . .” I said
“. . . are standard industrial cleaning supplies,” Costa finished. “Nothing notable there. Anyone can buy the same thing at Walmarts and hardware stores all over the country.”
The FBI lab seemed to have wrapped this case up with a bow. It’s rare for loose ends to tie off so neatly. I was a little disappointed there weren’t a few items to tidy up.
“That’s it?” I asked. “Nothing at all unusual about . . . anything?”
“If you are determined to have something to grind your brain against,” Costa said, “there is one . . . oddity.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“There was slightly more ricin powder in the baggie than would fit into the titanium ball,” Costa said.
My investigative juices began flowing again.
“How does that work?” I asked.
“The ricin wasn’t pure,” Costa said. “The powder in the baggie was about half flour. So we figure he must have cut it . . . thinned it out . . . for some reason.”
“That makes no sense whatsoever,” I said. This new information didn’t fit. My gut told me it was a problem before my head knew why.
“Hey,” Costa said, a defensive tone in his voice. “People cut toxins for all sorts of reasons. Maybe if he delivered the ricin in a pure form it would clump?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Clumping is a big problem with ricin, I hear.”
“There is no need to make a big deal out of this, Beck,” Costa said. “We’ve got the capsule and the biologic. What do we care why Cho cut the ricin? He’s dead. What difference does it make?”
“It makes a difference because, according to your lab,” I said, “about half the ricin is missing.”
Costa paused a few moments to absorb the words I had just spoken.
“You lost me,” he said finally. “If Cho cut the ricin with the flour, the resulting mix could easily exceed the capacity of the titanium ball.”
“Yes,” I said, “that’s true.”
“So what, exactly, is the problem?”
“Listen. Your lab said the powder in the baggies was about half ricin, half flour. Correct?”
“Approximately,” Costa said.
“So which scenario do you think gets us to a 50/50 ricin mixture? North Korea sent a space ship around the earth a few thousand times to deliver a half-full capsule of ricin to America? Or they filled it half with flour and half with ricin, worrying their ricin might clump . . . which didn’t work, by the way, because Cho had to add even more flour after it got here?”
It took a while before Costa answered. I was sure he wasn’t fond of either option. And he probably didn’t like unspoken third option much either.
“Damn you, Beck,” he said presently. “I hate it when I have to admit I’m wrong, especially when it means there has to be more ricin out there to be accounted for.”
“A painful truth is preferable to a jolly fantasy,” I said. I think I heard that expression from a British commando during the nineties. I maybe should have done some translating before uttering it just now.
“A what?” Costa said.
Definitely should have translated.
“You heard me,” I said, pretending “jolly fantasy” was a phrase we used every day here in the nation’s midsection. “So where do you want to start our search for the missing ricin? Cho’s house?” I figured they’d be searching Cho’s home for other reasons anyway. And it was as good a starting place as any.
“We planned to visit Cho’s grieving widow later today anyhow,” Costa said. “We might as well make her day even better with a warrant.”
“I’d like to be there when you search the house,” I said.
“Now there’s a shocker,” Costa said. “Oh well. In for a penny, in for a pound. We shall have to do a little strategizing before then though. I’ll ring you up when I have the timetable.”
I guessed Costa wanted to show he knew a British idiom or two himself.
“I’ll be waiting for your call,” I said, “as usual.”
“I’m sure,” Costa said then disconnected the call.
Although the fact that some of the ricin was still missing was unsettling, I did have to confess to enjoying the fresh dose of adrenaline that now pumped through my veins. We would find the ricin, I was pretty sure. Costa and his team were competent, and most of all, thorough. I would add my meager set of skills to the mix. How could we fail?
 



CHAPTER 39
Ottawa County Law Enforcement Center (LEC). Red Wing, Minnesota.
With Costa prepping for the Cho family home invasion, and Beth busy scouring cyberspace, I was feeling a little bit useless at the moment. The clock hadn’t yet reached 9:00 a.m. I needed to do something. A visit to Gunner seemed a logical option.
“I brought cookies this morning, Barbara,” I said to the receptionist/dispatcher. “Can I interest you in a snack?”
I folded back the top of the white bakery box and displayed its contents toward her. The bulletproof glass prevented me from shoving the whole container to within her reach, but she could see the selection well enough.
“Why, thank you,” she said with a smile, leaning forward to get a better look. “I’ll have one of those chocolate chip ones . . . on the end over there.”
She pointed. I indicated a particular cookie in response. She nodded. Communication complete.
Employing a sheet of translucent baker’s paper, I acquired the cookie and slid both cookie and paper through the desk-level document slot.
“Thanks again,” Barbara said, still smiling.
“Napkin?” I offered, reaching into the white paper bag from whence the cookie box had come.
“That would be great, Mr. Becker,” she said, accepting the paper napkin through the same slot. “Thank you.”
Barbara stood up, coffee mug in hand, and turned to leave. I assumed she needed a refill to accompany the cookie.
“Excuse me,” I said, half raising a finger in polite protest. “Could I trouble you to let Chief Deputy Gunderson know I’m here to see him?”
Barbara returned to her communications console.
“Oh. He’s not busy right now,” she said. “I’ll just buzz you in.” She tossed her head in the direction of the entrance to the inner offices.
I looked around to see whether this was a trap. Seeing no obvious snares, pits, or land mines, I proceeded to the door, which buzzed obediently on my arrival. I glanced at Barbara once again and saw her hand depressing the door release button. Still perceiving no objection, I chanced a twist on the metal lever . . . and I was in.
I smiled a “thank you” to Barbara as the buzzing ceased.
If I had known that, for the price of a cookie, I could gain access to Gunner’s sanctum sanctorum, I would have kept a pack of Double Stuf Oreos in the Pilot’s glove box at all times.
I made my way down to Gunner’s office where I found the grey steel door closed. Fortunately, I could see inside through the wire mesh reinforced glass panel. Gunner was just shuffling through papers on his desk . . . obviously not busy at all, just as Barbara had indicated.
Hiding my face behind the jam, I rapped on the door – three times.
“It’s open,” Gunner announced from inside.
I cracked the door just far enough to slip my hand, holding the cookie box, inside.
“Cookie time,” I said, still not showing my face.
Suddenly a picture of my kindergarten teacher, Miss Chipper – no kidding – flashed in my mind. In one hand held a package of cellophane-encased, generic blond sandwich cookies. “Cookie time,” she was saying in that singsong kindergarten teacher voice. Twenty years later I heard she’d been arrested for operating a house of ill repute. People change.
“I’d recognize that voice even if you put it through a meat grinder,” Gunner said. “Now get in here with those cookies.”
Once again, cookies work their magic. Noted and logged.
“Hey, Gunner,” I said, rounding the door frame and stepping inside. He had sounded entirely too pleasant. I was cautious. “Cookie time?”
“Damn straight,” he said, rising from behind his institutional metal desk.
I flinched instinctively at his movement. Gunner noticed.
“Geez, you’re jumpy,” he said, moving across the room to the Mr. Coffee machine. “Black, I assume?” he said, pointing a Styrofoam cup at me.
“Great,” I said. “Okay if I sit down?”
“Sure.” Gunner said as he poured our coffee. “Just clear a spot and make yourself at home.”
“You’re awful cheery this morning,” I said after we had each chosen a cookie and settled in.
“Huh,” Gunner said. “I suppose I am.”
Even Gunner seemed surprised.
“Why is that, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Gunner reached across his desk to pick up a copy of Peace Officer’s Monthly magazine, and began thumbing through it.
“Here you go,” he said, passing me the magazine. It was open to a page with a picture of Gunner at the top. He was wearing his full dress uniform, including cap, and all buttoned up tight. The headline read: “Gunderson Named Local Peace Officer of the Month.”
“Hey, congratulations, Gunner,” I said, reaching over to shake his hand. “That’s pretty cool. And well deserved, I’m sure.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks. I’m tickled to say the least.” Gunner was grinning from ear to ear.
“Did you do something special to win this award?” I asked. “Or just your usual top notch investigative stuff?”
“There’s a lot that goes into it, I’m told,” Gunner said, still smiling. “But I think the big thing was that cartel bust out in Bellechester. I think that put me over the top.”
“Really?” I said. “That was two years ago.”
Gunner frowned.
“Yeah, well, it takes ‘em a while to process all the candidates, you know,” he said. “Anyway . . . it doesn’t matter if that bust was the reason. That’s my picture right there in that magazine.” He gestured vigorously. “And that baby’s going up on the wall as soon as I can find a frame.”
“Like I said, Gunner. I’m certain you deserve it. You have my props.”
“Your what?”
“Props,” I said.
“Is that some sort of lingo designed to make me feel stupid?” Gunner said. “Because even your mumbo jumbo, highfalutin, lawyer jibber jabber ain’t gonna bug me today. I got my mug right there in a magazine.” He pointed to his photo again.
“Sorry,” I said. “It just means I’m giving you ‘proper respect,’ that’s all. All respect to which you are due, which I’m sure is a bunch. Okay?”
“Yeah, all right,” Gunner said, looking a bit sheepish. “Thanks, Beck.”
“You’re welcome,” I said. I looked around the cluttered office to see whether anything interesting might jump out at me. It didn’t. “Anything new, by the way?”
“Not really,” Gunner said, settling into his wheeled task chair and taking a sip of coffee. “But, oh, hey . . . this is up your alley. I got another junk email today . . . forwarded from the Sheriff.”
“Really?” I said, doing my best to maintain a casual tone. “What did this one say? Are the Russians coming?”
Gunner chuckled.
“Hell, I don’t know. It was a lot like the last one. Something about Rodney Holton’s cows having some ‘disease of terror,’ or some such. I sent it along to the FBI. There’s a copy in your Inbox, too.”
I remembered Beth’s email trap and hoped this terrorist’s error might bear some fruit. Leads were scarce concerning the FMD threat.
“I do love that junk email,” I said. Even though I was chomping at the bit to see the latest communication from this POI, I didn’t want to tip Gunner off to the Classified parts of the operation. So I played it cool. “It’ll fit swell between the Viagra offer and the credit card pitch.”
I laughed.
Gunner laughed along with me.
“So . . . speaking of Rodney Holton’s place,” Gunner said. “I haven’t seen the feds around lately. Are they gone for good? Or do I need to keep an eye out so I don’t shoot ‘em?”
“Never good to shoot a fed,” I said. “Better keep your eyes peeled.”
Gunner frowned.
“You will tell me what the Fibbies have been up to once this thing . . . whatever it is . . . is all over, right?”
“If you really want me to,” I said. “But keep in mind, if I tell you, I might have to kill you.” I said it with a straight face.
Gunner laughed.
I smiled.
 



CHAPTER 40
I brought the Pilot to an abrupt stop in front of our home on Jefferson Avenue, bounded up the porch steps, and trotted on into the house. I was anxious to hear what Beth and her email trap might have found out.
“Beth,” I called from the foyer. “Are you home?”
“Out back,” Beth returned.
“Oh, hey, Babe,” she said as I poked my head through the kitchen sliding door and into the back porch space. Beth was seated on the double swing with her laptop. Maybe she’d been there the whole time since I left for Gunner’s.
“I was just about to call you.”
“Great,” I said, plopping into one of the brown wicker chairs. “What’ve you got? Maybe a rat caught in your email trap?”
Beth made a fake frown.
“You take the fun out of this when you know before I tell you,” she said. “But yes . . . the POS sent another message. Unfortunately, it was from a guest account at a public library.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” I said. “But it can’t be a huge surprise, right?”
“No,” Beth said. “Not a surprise, but not as tidy as a street address and apartment number either.”
Beth paused.
“C’mon,” I said. “You’re killing me here. Give me the rest.” I knew there had to be more.
Beth smiled.
“So . . .” she said, “I cross referenced the townspeople – the library was in Ames, Iowa, by the way – I cross referenced the residents with my ‘recently traveled to South Africa’ database. And . . .”
“And?”
“We’ve got only three matches,” she said. “Of course, the POS doesn’t necessarily have to live in Ames. But why two emails from the same spot unless it was convenient for the sender?”
“So you know both emails came from the same place?”
“Yes,” Beth said. “Didn’t I just say that? Once I got the unique user info for the second email, I contacted their ISP and tracked the first email to the same static IP address.”
I didn’t understand what she had just said, but it sounded authoritative and I had total faith in Beth’s tech talents.
“Okay,” I said, trying not to sound too clueless. “So who are our three candidates?”
“Two are South African students studying at Iowa State,” Beth said.
“There were a couple foreign students involved in the Boston marathon bombing, weren’t there?” I commented.
“Allegedly involved,” Beth said, “and only on the periphery. The bombers were U.S. citizens.”
“That’s right,” I said. “But foreign students still make good terror suspects.”
“That may be true,” Beth said. “But both of these students are women. Didn’t you say your CI, Benny, identified the cow shooter as a male?”
“Yeah,” I said. “But he also identified the HazMat team as aliens. I’m not certain we can rely on Benny for detailed ID.”
“Don’t you want to hear about South African traveler number three?” Beth asked, the tone of her voice indicating that I definitely did want to hear about traveler number three.
“Of course,” I said. “Please proceed.” I gestured to confirm that Beth still held the floor.
“POS number three is an independent veterinary pharmaceutical salesman,” she said. “Age thirty-six. Married with two young kids. Home mortgage is under water and credit cards are maxxed. His visit to South Africa occurred one week before Benny said he saw the guy shooting cows at Rodney’s farm. And . . . he stayed in South Africa less than forty-eight hours. To top it off, DHL shows he received a package from Johannesburg a few days after returning from the trip.”
“Traveling on business?” I suggested.
“He doesn’t have any customer accounts in South Africa,” Beth said. “His vendors have in-country wholesalers. And this is his first trip to Africa . . . ever. The other two suspects have been back and forth several times on a typical school schedule.”
“You make a pretty good case for POS number three,” I said, smiling. “You’ve got a name and address, I’m guessing?”
“Name, address, birth date, phone number – home and office – email, social security number, banker’s contact info. Shall I go on?”
“Favorite flavor of ice cream?” I joked.
“Peanut butter fudge,” Beth said, without breaking stride.
I half believed that cyberspace held information on everyone’s ice cream preferences, and that it only took someone like Beth to excavate it. Maybe more than half believed it. In any case, I wasn’t going to ask her whether she was joking.
“Can you put that all in an email and shoot it over to my cell,” I asked, tapping the smartphone in my pants pocket. “Please?”
“Consider it done,” Beth said. “Would you like fries with that?”
Beth smiled.
I smiled back.
“I’ll skip the fries for now,” I said. “But maybe you could save me something sweet for later?”
 



CHAPTER 41
Ames, Iowa.
Kent Evans spent the day after sending the second email to Ottawa County as he had the one before, scouring the internet in search of any mention of a Foot and Mouth Disease outbreak in Minnesota. He searched using every browser he could think of – Yahoo, Web Crawler, Bing, Altavista, and even Lycos – just in case Google had failed to index the latest news out of rural America.
No matter how or where he looked, the results were the same – there was no mention of FMD anywhere. But he kept on trying . . . search after search, minute after minute, hour after hour, he punched the keyboard a little more harshly with each iteration, willing the computer to return the result he sought.
By evening, his fixation had turned to obsession, with curses erupting after each failed search.
“Kent.” It was his wife, Jeannie. She was standing on the steps leading from the kitchen down to his basement office.
He didn’t want to look away, couldn’t stop searching until he’d found the answer.
“Kent!” she said, more forcefully. “Look at me!”
Kent looked down at his fingers as they hovered over the keyboard. They wanted to keep typing. But he needed to respond to Jeannie. Didn’t he?
With no small effort, he retrieved his hands from the computer and laid them flat on his jeans. Turning to his wife he said, “Yes, Hon?” He tried to project calmness and control.
Jeannie looked angry . . . and worried.
“What in the world has gotten into you, Kent? For heaven’s sake, the kids are home. Your cursing is frightening them.”
“Uh . . . everything’s good,” he said. “Just . . . uh . . . just can’t get this dang account to balance.” He looked to her for understanding and found none.
“Frustrating,” he said. “Frustrating is what it is.” He suddenly became aware of his rigid hands dementedly rubbing the denim of his pant legs. With an awkward effort, he forced them to his hips.
Jeannie took a deep breath. “I don’t suppose you’ll be joining us for dinner,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Probably can’t break away just now.”
Kent’s heart sank. One hand cupped his forehead then slid down over his eyes, where it stopped, thumb and two fingers massaging his temples.
“I . . . I’m . . . sorry,” he said, the hand still covering his eyes. “I just . . . I’m sorry.”
Jeannie made no response. A moment later he heard her footsteps climbing the stairs back toward the kitchen.
He sat like that for a while, elbow on the desk and one hand over his eyes. His mind ricocheted from the virus, back to Jeannie, then to his kids, then back to the virus again. He couldn’t seem to corral his thoughts long enough to regain control.
Darkness began to envelop the room. The sun was setting. He checked his watch. Eight-thirty. Where had the time gone? He needed to get back on the computer, back to his plan.
He centered himself on the keys and looked up at the screen.
There, in boldface type, were the words: “All work and no play makes Kent a dull boy.”
He stared at the sentence, rolling it over and over in his mind.
So this is what it has come to, Kent? You’re losing your mind? But, no . . . you haven’t lost it yet, have you. You’ve still got Plan B.
Yes.
Now is the time for all good men . . . No!
Now is the time . . . the time to act. You’ve waited too long already. Tomorrow will be D-Day . . . the day Kent Evans will show the world he is a smart boy after all.
 



CHAPTER 42
Red Wing, Minnesota.
I was thrilled that Beth had identified a possible POI for the Foot and Mouth threat. Unfortunately, Costa would be visiting Mr. Cho’s widow later today and I couldn’t run two directions at once. My first call was to Costa.
“Costa,” he answered.
“I’ve got a lead on the FMD threat,” I said. “A possible POI in Ames, Iowa.”
“Unbelievable,” he said. “My guys still don’t have squat. How did you get this information?”
I contemplated the methods by which Beth had undoubtedly obtained the critical info. I was pretty sure she had accessed Classified databases without proper authorization. Passport records, certainly. Who knew what else?
“My source is confidential,” I said at last, “but highly reliable.”
“Okay,” Costa said. “Let’s deal with that issue later. What did you find out and who is our POI?”
I told Costa as much as I could without incriminating my wife.
“The man’s name is Kent Evans,” I said. “He sells drugs to veterinarians. I have good reason to believe that he has recently traveled to South Africa, which if you recall, is where the CDC guys said the FMD virus at Holton’s farm likely originated.”
“They didn’t say that, exactly,” Costa pointed out, quite correctly. “They said the virus strain was of a type found in South Africa.”
“Yes,” I said, “but only in South Africa. So that makes South Africa the logical source for the virus. Right?”
“Maybe,” Costa said. “I shall give that one more thought. What else have you got? Does this guy, Evans, have any known terror connections?”
“No.”
“Is he a foreign national?”
“No.”
“Criminal record? Suspicious increase in income? Subscribes to jihadi literature? Has grudge against cattle farmers? Belongs to PETA?”
“Honestly,” I said, growing frustrated with Costa’s doubts, “I have no idea. He’s upside down on his mortgage though, and his credit cards are maxxed out.”
“If that made a person a suspect,” Costa said, “we would have to put a tail on half the country.”
That was true enough.
“Look,” I said. “I have complete confidence in the knowledge of my informant, and the accuracy of his . . . or her . . . information. We have a good shot at preventing this guy’s next attack, but we need to act now. Are you in, or what?”
I suddenly recalled with great clarity why I loathed bureaucracy.
“I hear what you’re saying, Beck,” Costa said. “But I simply cannot send a team of FBI agents on a wild goose chase after some unremarkable American citizen of . . . what? Norwegian? . . . descent, who hasn’t done anything remotely illegal, at least as far as we know, unless you give me more to go on than this.”
“Okay,” I said. It doesn’t pay to piss off a bureaucracy. It’s not going to change just for you anyway.
“Okay?” Costa said. “That’s it?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Can’t fight City Hall. So . . . moving on . . . when are we going to pay a visit to the Cho family homestead?”
“We have almost all the assets assembled,” Costa said. “It should be maybe a couple more hours.”
“Man, you guys are slow!” I immediately regretted saying that out loud. It was not a productive comment. “I mean . . . I shall await your call, Constable. You have my number, of course?”
“Oh, I do have your number,” Costa said. “Now if you will excuse me, I have to get on with plodding through my day.”
“Please let me know if there’s any way I can help,” I said, already quite certain that there wouldn’t be.
* * *
After speaking with Costa, it became apparent that I would need some help if I were to properly assist the FBI with doing its job. Things shouldn’t be so complicated, but they almost always are.
I had two calls to make. I dialed the first.
“Yeah?”
“Bull,” I said. “It’s Beck.”
“I got caller ID,” he said.
Everybody’s a wise guy.
“Bull, I need your help with a Classified project,” I said. “Counter-terrorism stuff. You interested?”
“Sure,” he said.
Bull never utters one word more than necessary. At least, it sure seems that way.
“Listen up,” I said. “I’ve got two separate deals going and you’ve gotta help me cover at least one.”
I gave Bull a military-style synopsis of the two separate terror threats, including suspects – Bull doesn’t use POI. Who can blame him? – locations, likely obstacles – including the FBI – and my thoughts on how he might be of service. Bull listened silently . . . or took a cat nap . . . the two things sound the same on the phone.
“Some choice,” he said. “Sheriff on the one and FBI on the other.”
“Yeah, well,” I said, “Life’s a bitch sometimes. You in or not?”
“I’m in,” he said. “I’ll cover whatever gets most screwed up.”
“Great,” I said. “I’ll be in touch. In the meantime, you should talk to Beth to get the details. Okay?”
“Yeah.”
“So you’ll call her, right?”
There was a buzzing in the phone line. Bull had hung up.
My next call was to Gunner. This one would require more finesse. If Gunner just had the proper clearances, my life would be a whole lot easier. Then I remembered what I had just told Bull. C’est la vie.
I punched up Gunner on speed dial.
 



CHAPTER 43
Cho residence. Bloomington, Minnesota.
Mr. Cho’s widow, Sun-Hi, received word of the FBI visit to Park Heating and Cooling from her second cousin, Young-Soo, who worked for her husband as the company’s part time receptionist. Young-Soo had tried to go to work the day of the raid and found the place surrounded by police. Rather than pursuing entrance to her work place, she had returned home . . . and immediately called the Cho residence.
Sun-Hi had told her cousin not to worry, that it was probably just some vandalism in the neighborhood. She should take the day off . . . with pay.
The FBI presence at the shop wasn’t a complete surprise to Sun-Hi . . . but they were earlier than she had anticipated. She would have to get out of the house immediately and move to a more secure hiding place. The general would probably want her to move up the date of the attack as well. She would check in as soon as she and the ricin were safely relocated.
Sun-Hi swung the newly rented Cadillac smoothly out of her driveway, and headed off to a Holiday Inn near the target. She would register under the name on the counterfeit driver’s license and pay for her stay with the Visa card Pyongyang had issued to her specifically for such eventualities. If necessary to facilitate Pyongyang’s timeline, she would rent another car tomorrow, and change hotels again, remaining in limbo until the appointed hour. But she had a feeling the schedule would accelerate when the general learned of her husband’s death, as she would inform him very shortly.
She didn’t think the general would suspect her role in Shin’s death. After all, accidents happen when working with dangerous materials. In any case, the life insurance proceeds would make his murder worth her risk. If the general raised a fuss, she would just have to deal with one useless man at a time.
 



CHAPTER 44
Red Wing, Minnesota.
By the time I received Costa’s call, it was nearly 5:00 o’clock in the afternoon.
“We are all set,” he said. “We plan to rendezvous the vehicles at the Southdale Mall at 1800 hours and then head right over to Mrs. Cho’s. I hope you can make that work, because we won’t be waiting.”
“Thanks for the ample notice,” I said. “Don’t worry. I’ll be there on time.”
I grabbed the Pilot keys from the hook in the kitchen and headed for the front door.
“Gotta go,” I called to Beth. “I’ll probably be late.”
Beth’s voice came from upstairs.
“Be safe, Babe. I want you back in one piece.”
“Me, too,” I yelled back.
Yeah. Me, too.
* * *
It was nearly six-thirty and I had been waiting just around the corner from the Cho residence for almost forty minutes. I was beginning to think the FBI had stood me up.
At long last, a parade of six black FBI sedans and an unmarked black utility van entered the street a few blocks back. They drove right past me without so much as a turn of the head.
I started the Pilot and fell into formation behind the van.
As the cars reached the Cho home they scattered like a starburst, blocking the driveway and the street at apparently random, but probably well-rehearsed, angles. FBI agents in bulletproof vests wearing full helmets with face shields poured out of the vehicles with the practiced elegance of a child’s ballet. I’m certain it must have been a more organized effort than it seemed because in seconds they had the house surrounded. Snipers had taken up stations behind two of the cars, and two agents carrying a battering ram were closing fast on the Chos’ front door.
I guessed they had procured a “no-knock” warrant, because about two seconds later the wooden entry door exploded into splinters under the battering ram’s assault.
“FBI,” they all yelled, as they streamed through the open doorway and into the house.
I was still seated comfortably in the Pilot as I watched all this go down. It had been a good show, but a few agents were now exiting the house, their exaggerated shoulder shrugs displaying obvious disappointment. It was at this point that I finally saw Costa. He had been crouching behind his car with one of the snipers.
Now to be fair, this was likely a highly trained assault team and they had probably made it clear to Costa to stay out of the way. Not everybody gets to go in first, after all. I couldn’t fault him for assuming his current, relatively safe, location. That was simply his assigned spot.
When the buzz around the house had worn down to a hum, I cracked the Pilot driver’s door and stepped out.
“Hello,” I yelled. “Friendly here.” It is best to move slowly and obviously when surrounded by armed folks, even the ones who are supposed to be on your side. I chanced a further step into the street. “Looking for Agent Costa?”
Costa saw me and called out, “He’s okay. I got him.” He waved me toward his position.
“Hi,” I said to the first sniper, waving conservatively as I passed. “Nice scope. Is that a Swarovski?”
No response. That’s okay. They’re trained to act tough on the job.
Costa was talking to one of the “fast entry” crew as I approached. He finished up with the other agent and turned to me.
“As you can see,” he said. “No Mrs. Cho.”
“Yeah,” I said, hooking my thumbs on the pockets of my Levi’s. “Whattya make of that?” I was just making conversation.
“My professional assessment would be that Mrs. Cho is elsewhere at the moment,” he said without a smile. “Perhaps shopping.”
“Okay,” I said. “I imagine your guys are gonna search the house for ricin, etcetera. Any other thoughts on where we go from here?”
“We’ve got a BOLO out on all the vehicles belonging to the Chos or to Park Heating,” Costa said. “Some local cop will likely track her down in short order . . . unless she comes home to us first. In either case, I think the house is more important than the wife. It’s a good bet we’ll find the missing ricin in there.” He pointed at the Cho residence.
“I hope so,” I said, staring across the street.
Costa squared himself to face the threat. “What do you mean by that, exactly?”
Costa was tired and he was frustrated. It was understandable that he might be cranky. On the other hand, cranky or not, he . . . we . . . had a job to do.
“What if Mrs. Cho is in on the ricin plot?” I asked. “And what if she got wind we were coming? We made a lot of noise over at the shop.”
“You do have a way of anticipating the worst possible scenarios, don’t you, Beck,” Costa said. “I, on the other hand, am optimistic that we shall find what we’re looking for right here.” Again, he pointed at the house.
“That’d be great,” I said. “But what if you don’t?”
“We shall cross that bridge if we get there, shall we?”
I was pretty certain that Costa was a good cop. But there’s a big difference between a being good cop and being a good counter-terrorism operative. Costa was in reactive mode. As a cop, his default mindset was to catch the criminal – or the POI, to be politically correct. That sort of thinking does you no good if the terrorist carries out his plan . . . or perhaps in this case, her plan . . . before you make the bust.
It only took a few days for the cops to catch the Boston Marathon bombers. The Sandy Hook guy caught himself, with a nine millimeter to the head. And the cops were on the scene at the Aurora, Colorado movie theater within ninety seconds after the shooting started.
That’s the problem. And cops will tell you, too. They’re only minutes away when seconds count. It’s not their fault. That’s their job description. They are trained to arrest the people who have committed crimes, not the ones who plan to commit them.
In our situation, with a good amount of ricin unaccounted for – enough to kill thousands in the right venue – we couldn’t wait around to react.
“Perhaps you shall wait for the bridge,” I said. “I plan to be there one terror attack ahead of you.”
I’d had all I could take of the FBI for one day. I didn’t blame Costa. At least, I didn’t believe it was fair to blame Costa. He was a clean-up guy caught in a situation where the mess-avoidance team was required.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said as I returned to the Pilot.
To his credit, Costa remained silent.
 



CHAPTER 45
Red Wing, Minnesota.
Beth was waiting for me when I dragged my weary backside through our front door and into the foyer.
“Glad you’re home, Babe,” she said from her seat on the red leather sofa. “I was starting to worry.”
“Home is the sailor home from the sea,” I said, “and the hunter home from the hill.”
“You know it’s been a tough day when you lead with A. E. Housman,” she said.
Actually, Housman wrote his “home is the sailor” poem in tribute to Robert Louis Stevenson who’d penned the original. But she was close enough for me. I smiled.
Beth’s eyes turned upward, trying to remember something.
“Clay lies still, but blood's a rover; breath's a ware that will not keep. Up, lad: when the journey's over. There'll be time enough to sleep.” She turned to me. “That’s Housman, too, right?”
“Poetry by a man who’s never journeyed very far, I imagine. Maybe he wrote the Caribou Coffee ad,” I said. “Life is short. Stay awake for it.”
Beth laughed.
“My motto is grab a few winks when you can,” I said. “And I’ve slept in enough shell shattered shacks and mucky mudholes to bear that one out.” I plunked down next to Beth, folding my head onto her shoulder. She responded by reaching up with her near hand and patting my cheek.
“That’s some fine alliteration,” Beth said. “But you’re making me tired.” She stifled a yawn. “Are you ready to turn in? Or do you want to bring me up to speed on the missing ricin?”
It wouldn’t have been fair to keep Beth waiting for an update. I removed my head from her shoulder and turned to face her, one knee resting on a red sofa cushion.
I told her about the unproductive visit to the Cho house, the missing wife, and finally, how Costa and the FBI were beginning to wear on me.
“Now we’ve got to wait for the FBI to tear that house apart looking for ricin before we can take another step forward,” I said. “Pardon my French, but the slow-moving cogs in this law enforcement wheel are starting to piss me off.”
Beth nodded, commiserating.
“Frustrating,” she said. After a moment, she sat forward abruptly. “Maybe there’s something we can do in the meantime after all.”
Part of me wanted to leave whatever it was till morning. But the counter-terrorist operative part prevailed.
“If you have an idea,” I said, “let’s hear it.”
“Do you have an address for Park Heating, or for the Chos’ home?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Both.”
“There are only a few popular ISPs that serve the entire Twin Cities area,” she said. I must have looked as clueless as I felt. “Internet Service Providers,” she said.
“Ah.”
“The ISPs frequently use customer addresses as unique identifiers,” she went on. “I just might be able to hack into their databases and find out what websites the Chos and their employees have been looking at lately.”
I was feeling more awake at the moment. Probably adrenaline.
“So you might be able to identify their terror target based on the web pages they’ve been viewing,” I said. I was actually pleased I had followed Beth’s line of thought through the computer jargon.
“Precisely,” she said. “Now, how about you give me those addresses – and phone numbers if you have them – and I’ll get to work.”
I read the requested info from my cell phone as Beth took notes on her computer.
“Now . . . what can I do to help,” I asked, thinking I already knew the answer.
“Not a thing, Babe,” she said. “So it’s probably a good time to . . .”
“. . . catch a few winks?” I said.
“I think it would be best if you got some rest,” she said. “Best for both of us.”
Her logic was unassailable. I kissed her cheek and climbed the stairs toward bed.
 



CHAPTER 46
Ames, Iowa.
Kent Evans knew he needed sleep. A break. Some respite from the unending internet searching . . . and failing. But one final decision needed to be made first. The location of his last stand.
He downed the remaining couple ounces of cold sludge that sloshed in the bottom of his coffee mug hoping for a final jolt, then returned his fingers to the keyboard.
The ideal spot to launch an animal epidemic would be . . . . His brain struggled for the answer.
An FMD epidemic had happened before in the United States, he knew. True, it was a long time ago. But how had that virus spread? Maybe he could duplicate what nature had once accomplished on its own.
His fingers flew over the keys, striking too many errant ones to spell out a coherent search. He arrowed back. Deleted. Corrected. His mental fatigue was turning a simple internet search into a challenging labor.
When he finally thought the search words were correct, he reached across the keyboard and pressed Enter. Now he closed his eyes and prayed for the solution to his dilemma.
When he opened them, he’d found his answer. The largest FMD epidemic in U.S. history occurred in 1914 when diseased animals were transported to the stock yards in Chicago.
Stock yards. Of course.
Kent’s veterinary drug business had taken him to many of the area’s stock yards and livestock auction sites. These places were the meeting grounds for livestock from all over the region. But he was known to the operators at the yards in Clinton, Decorah, and Oskaloosa. Hell, they knew him at every stock yard in the state. That was a problem.
Then it hit him. A brilliant idea. What if there was a stock yard in Ottawa County, Minnesota? Wouldn’t that be the ideal location?
A few moments of clumsy keyboarding later, he had his answer. Central Livestock owned a sales barn in Zumbrota, Minnesota, not twenty miles from the farm he’d infected on his first trip. Anyone investigating a second FMD outbreak in Ottawa County would be forced to assume the culprit was a local. Maybe the FBI or CDC would even link the new case with the cover-up at the Holton farm, thinking that containment efforts had failed.
Kent needed to know more about his target before he could plan entry and exit strategies. He reached for the coffee mug and absently tipped it. Nothing but grounds.
Turning back to the web, he searched for details or maps concerning Central Livestock in Zumbrota. What he found was better than either – a nine minute YouTube video tour of the facility, including clear shots of the barns, pens, and auction ring. His luck was turning. His aim was set . . . and Zumbrota was the bullseye.
 



CHAPTER 47
Suburban Minneapolis, Minnesota.
Sun-Hi Cho’s early morning visit to the clandestine internet email account she shared with the general in Pyongyang had confirmed her suspicions about mission timing. He had directed that the attack should be carried out that very day. Sun-Hi would simply have to make any adjustments to the plan that the time change required.
* * *
It was 10:00 o’clock as Mrs. Cho browsed the shoe racks at the Nordstrom Department Store in Southdale Mall. She needed to kill time before the appointed hour. What could be more anonymous than a woman shopping for shoes at Nordstrom?
As she shopped, her mind wandered.
When Southdale was built, it was the first enclosed shopping mall in the world, she remembered. It had opened in 1956 . . . before she was born, but after the imperialist police action that had divided the Korean Peninsula into North and South. It had, no doubt, been the brutal Minnesota winters that had catalyzed the idea of an indoor shopping venue. She cursed the parents that had brought her to this wasteland, and loathed the husband – the dead husband – who had forced her to remain.
But the mall designers? Long may they live. Were it not for the Twin Cities’ wide selection of indoor shopping malls, she didn’t think she could have survived this frozen tundra.
All that misery was in the past now, or soon would be. There was no way on earth she would remain in Minnesota after her work here was done – and that time would be later today.
She continued to examine the footwear selection. Most of the fall fashion shoes hadn’t arrived yet from Italy and Portugal. The knockoffs from Tokyo and Beijing would never meet her discerning standards. Still playing the part of the upscale American shopper, clad in tan Manolos and carrying a large Louis Vuitton bag, Sun-Hi Cho moved on to the lingerie department.
 



CHAPTER 48
Red Wing, Minnesota.
“Babe.”
I thought it was Beth’s voice. Maybe I was dreaming.
“Babe. It’s almost 6:00 o’clock,” the voice said. “I’ve got bacon and eggs on the stove . . . and a pile of work waiting for you on your cell phone.”
I opened my eyes. It was Beth all right, bending by our bedside, her hand on my arm. I tried to sit up but my bones hurt and I lay back.
“Uff,” I said finally. “Did you get the license of the bus that just hit me?”
“Yes, I did,” Beth cooed. “And it’s waiting for you at the kitchen table.” She stood up straight and left the room.
Sometimes, mornings can be cruel.
* * *
The bacon and eggs were great and the coffee even better. I showered, shaved, raked a comb through my salt and pepper shock, donned clean clothing, and slapped on a smidgeon of after shave for good measure.
Now, if I could find where Beth had put my phone, I’d be ready for my day.
“Beth,” I called as I trotted down the steps to the main floor. “You don’t happen to know where my cell phone is, do you?”
“On the dining room table,” she replied from the front porch.
I collected the cell, refilled my mug with java, and joined Beth. The air was cool in the early morning, even in August, and the birds sang brightly.
“‘Tis a fine day to be gone a huntin’,” I said.
“‘Tis,” Beth said, cuddling her coffee mug in both hands as she raised it to her lips. Her voice was weary.
“I couldn’t help but miss your presence in our marital bed last night,” I said. “You were working this whole time?”
“I’ll admit to that,” she said, covering a yawn with her forearm. “Working. But I succeeded in dredging up enough data so I can pass the baton to you at this point . . . at least, I hope so. I sent everything to your email.”
“I’m sure I’ll find something to do with your work product,” I said, holding my phone aloft. “Might you give me a quick summation?”
“Sure, Babe.” Beth crossed her legs on the settee. “Here’s the scoop.
“The Chos’ work and home internet services are both with the same ISP – Centurylink. That made hacking the accounts a little easier. I copied the last two weeks’ worth of web traffic on both IPs to a proxy server and sent you a link. Click on it and you can browse through everything they were looking at on the internet.”
“Awesome,” I said, not at all sure what a proxy server might be.
“I found their cell numbers, too – Mr. and Mrs. Cho, that is. If she has her cell with her, and turned on, you can GPS track it with the Tailgate program on your laptop.”
“I didn’t know I had a Tailgate program on my laptop,” I said.
“You just got it last night.” Beth smiled. “There’s an icon on your desktop.”
“Gee, thanks,” I said.
“If you can’t figure out how to use the program, you’ll have to ask Gunner,” she said with a smile that turned into another yawn.
That was hitting below the belt. Gunner was even worse with computers than I was.
“Or Bull,” she said. “I taught him yesterday.”
I would have asked more about that comment, but it was obvious Beth was worn out. She’d been up all night after all.
“Okay,” I said.
“Finally,” she said, “as of 0400 hours the FBI had found neither the ricin nor Mrs. Cho.”
I was definitely not going to ask how she’d acquired that last tidbit. No good could come from pulling that thread.
“Great,” I said. “Thanks . . . bunches.” I stood, and taking both of her hands in mine, helped her from the settee. “I’ll take it from here, my computer goddess. You get some sleep.”
“I believe I’ll do that,” Beth said, shuffling her way through the front door and into the house. I planned to check on her in a few minutes to make sure she’d arrived safely in bed.
Now alone on the porch, I returned to the wicker chair and opened Beth’s email on my phone. I decided to start with the Chos’ business internet account. Mr. Cho was the prime suspect after all. He was the one caught with his fingers in the ricin jar, so to speak.
I opened the file on the – what did she call it? Proxy server? – and scrolled through the business data, just to get some idea of how much there was and how long it might take to review it all.
Park Heating and Cooling didn’t seem to have used their web connection all that much in the past two weeks. There was a fair amount of email traffic, of course, but I didn’t really expect Cho to speak openly about a ricin plot in his daily correspondence. If I saw emails from a suspicious account . . . well . . . that would be a different story.
I paged through websites featuring HVAC parts, hand tools, office supplies, welding helmets and rods, accounting services, and – Wait, what was this? – Victoria’s Secret? Probably a gift for the little lady. I paged through to the final purchase. Women’s silk pajamas.
Good choice, I thought.
It hadn’t been more than a quarter hour and I had flipped through all the web pages accessed by anyone at Park Heating between the date Rodney’s meteor fell and last night. Nothing here offered any clue about where the attack might be set to occur. I moved on to the web visits from the Chos’ home computers.
My initial run-through showed considerably more web usage on this account . . . probably thousands of pages. I decided to start on the day Rodney’s meteor went missing and work my way forward.
It was clear that these were mostly Mrs. Cho’s web visits. She liked shoes and had made hundreds of visits to online shoe sites. She also enjoyed shopping malls. She’d researched opening and closing times, special events, and sales dates at all the big area malls – Rosedale, Southdale, Ridgedale, Brookdale, HarMar, and of course, the Mall of America.
Shortly after the mall searches, I began to see other mall-related info – maps, drawings, interior schematics, attendance data, heating systems.
I paused.
It was possible that Mrs. Cho was just very thorough in her shopping style, or that her husband’s company was looking for new customers and needed to know how these malls were heated and cooled, but my gut told me I was looking at something else here.
I changed the viewing options to zero in on images only. Now the schematics stood out like snow storms in May – retail spaces, parking configurations, transit maps. And the outline of the structure had become identical in every image. Mrs. Cho was no longer looking at multiple malls. She had narrowed her searches down to one – the Mall of America.
In addition to the maps and diagrams, Mrs. Cho had viewed pictures of features inside the mall – the Ferris wheel in the theme park, the roller coaster, the stacked escalators with four floors of open space surrounding them. This place was a terrorist’s dream – and a counter-terrorist’s nightmare. Targets everywhere, and each one richer than the last.
It was clear to me now . . . Mrs. Cho was our terrorist, not her husband, and her target was MOA.
I had to tell Costa. I punched up his cell.
“You can’t even let me get to the office first, can you?” he answered.
“Hey. It’s not my timetable. I could’ve have used a couple more hours in the sack this morning, too.”
“Okay,” he said. “You’re right. The terrorists dictate the schedule. Have you called me today with questions, or answers?”
“Some of each,” I said. “May I?”
“Hit me,” he said, without much enthusiasm.
“First off,” I said, “have you found Mrs. Cho? Is she in custody?”
“No. We haven’t found her,” Costa said. “But it is only a matter of time. And I am not at all convinced that she has anything to do with this plot anyway. The lab crew spent the rest of the night scouring that house and they didn’t find so much as a speck of ricin.”
“Have your computer geeks looked at her computer yet?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said, a touch of annoyance in his voice. “They grabbed the desktop box from the family room. So far, they’ve found nothing interesting.”
“How about Mrs. Cho’s laptop?” I asked. “Or her web visits?”
“We didn’t find a laptop, Beck,” he said. “Maybe she didn’t own one. Some people don’t, you know. And the web history on the desktop was pretty normal stuff . . . nothing unusual.”
“Well, I have it on good authority that someone at the Cho home was researching MOA pretty intensively over the past week. Diagrams, pics, schematics . . . everything a terrorist might want to know if she was planning an attack there.”
“MOA?” he said. “The mall?”
“Yeah. And can you think of a more high profile terror target in the Twin Cities? There must be close to a hundred thousand people through there every day.”
“How, exactly, do you know what the Chos were researching on their computers?” Costa asked.
“Look, Agent,” I said. “If you want to investigate me tomorrow, be my guest. Today, we’ve got a terror attack to defuse.”
“Just what do you expect me to do with this info,” he said, “assuming it to be reliable? I can’t call in every law enforcement agency in the state to sit on a target as huge as the Mall of America, especially with no credible threat in hand.”
“What does a credible threat look like in your world?” This conversation was frustrating beyond belief. “Do you need a memo from the bad guys?”
Costa ignored my irritation.
“No. But some proof that our suspect is in the vicinity would be nice,” he said. “If Mrs. Cho had a car – which she doesn’t, apparently – we could track that down. But we don’t even have that much. She could be visiting relatives in Poughkeepsie for all we know.”
An image flashed in my mind. Something from yesterday. When I had first driven past the Cho house on my way home from the HazMat scene at Park Heating there had been a car in the driveway, hadn’t there?
“Hold on. I’ll be right back,” I said, abruptly ending the call.
I opened the picture folder on my cell and scanned back a few shots. There it was . . . a late model Caddy parked in the Chos’ driveway. I zoomed in, marveling at the resolution of the cameras on these new smart phones. I made a note and punched up Costa’s cell again.
“Yes?” It was more of a growl than a greeting.
“I’ve got a license plate number for Mrs. Cho,” I said.
“According to the DMV, she does not own a car,” Costa said.
“Then it’s probably a rental. Just take down this number and you can find out in two seconds.”
“All right,” he said, sounding haggard. “Hold on. Gotta grab a pen.”
I was pacing now. Where in the heck did he keep his pens anyhow?
“Ok.” He was finally back. “Shoot.”
I recited the license to him.
“It’s a Cadillac,” I said. “If you find the dang thing parked at MOA, can we at least get somebody over there?”
This was taking way too long.
“If this is, indeed, a rental vehicle,” Costa said, “and it appears to have been rented to Cho or his company, and the car is parked at the mall, I will send somebody over there to check it out. Happy?”
This was as far as I was going to get with Costa right now.
“Just get on that plate right now . . . please,” I said. “And call me.”
“Acknowledged,” he said. “Out.” Costa disconnected the call.
I was certain the car was tied to Mrs. Cho. My gut told me. And I didn’t need to wait for confirmation from Costa to take some action.
Back inside the house, I grabbed a backpack and stuffed it with the usual supplies one needs for dealing with biological warfare, at least those I had on hand, and jogged out to the Pilot.
Mall of America, here I come.
 



CHAPTER 49
Ames, Iowa.
Kent Evans was relieved he had decided to preserve the second sample of the FMD virus just in case his first attempt to infect a herd might fail. It hadn’t been difficult to maintain a viable specimen. The virus was so hardy. He had tucked the tainted facial tissue inside a plastic bag, added a few strips of raw beef and five cotton balls, and squirted warm milk on the whole works. Based on what he had read about the virus, he was pretty sure it would survive. At least he hoped so, because at this point there were no other options.
He retrieved the entire culture stew from its hiding place behind the winter boots in the window well of the utility room. The room had a western exposure that allowed the virus to benefit from lots of sunshine and warmth – two ingredients for optimal growth.
The mistake he had made with the Ottawa County farm, he decided, was that the beef operation had been too small scale. He had considered this a benefit at the time. After all, it wasn’t necessary for him to cause a true epizootic in order to convince producers of the threat of FMD. A small outbreak would do just fine. He had no desire to cause an economic catastrophe, only to boost his own vaccine sales. But somehow, publicity concerning the Holton farm outbreak had been suppressed. He wouldn’t allow that to happen this time around.
Packing the culture baggie, a large water pistol, and a thermos filled with warm distilled water inside his briefcase, he clicked the lid shut and started up the basement stairs toward the new “ground zero.”
“Where are you off to?” It was Jeannie’s voice. She was standing in the kitchen, not ten feet from him.
Damn! He couldn’t let her get in the way. Not when he was so close . . . again.
“Oh,” he said. “You startled me. I didn’t see you there.” He smiled at his wife.
“Where are you going?” she asked again. “The kids will be home soon.” Her voice sounded sad.
Kent had to think quickly.
“Good news,” he said. “I’ve got a client who’s interested in stocking up on antibiotics. They’ve got a laundry list of meds and I’m on my way to see whether I can add a few more.” He smiled, hoping he looked cheerful and not just suspicious.
Jeannie’s face brightened.
“That is good news,” she said. “I knew it was just a matter of time before something broke for you. Good luck and come home soon.”
“I will . . . just as soon as I can close this transaction,” he said. With a wave, he was out the door.
The import of “this transaction” weighed heavily on Kent as he entered his Subaru and started the engine. At first, the blast from the car’s ventilation came hot and sticky, adding to his discomfort. He could already feel the perspiration soaking through his cotton dress shirt . . . and could imagine the dark stains spreading from his underarms. He took a moment to shrug off the navy sport coat.
As he looked down the tree-lined street before him, a bicyclist faded in and out of focus. That was strange. He rubbed his eyes, hoping the finger massage and a couple blinks would clear the haze. Instead, the street scene became even less distinct, morphing before his eyes into the obscurity of a Monet painting with willows drizzling their branches into puddles on the pavement.
Then he felt it – a tightness that started in his gut and rose higher until it became a fist that clamped down on his chest. A shaky hand probed for his jugular, finding a pulse that pounded too rapidly, with a rhythm that skipped too many beats. His breaths came shallow now and his eyes blinked erratically.
He was panicking, he knew. He’d experienced similar symptoms before, though not as acutely – first, while waiting at the altar for his bride to join him, and again in the delivery room, when the alarms had sounded, signaling that their baby’s heart was no longer beating.
The wedding and birth had both turned out well, he reminded himself. A loving wife and a beautiful, healthy baby boy.
The air flowing from the car’s vents began to cool, the AC unit gradually gaining traction in the stifling heat. Kent fumbled for the button at his collar and groped for a necktie, only to realize he hadn’t worn one today.
He had to keep it together.
He closed his eyes and focused on the chilled stream as it poured over him. For long minutes, he imagined the cool air cleansing him, washing away agitation as it swept past. He focused on breathing steadily and deeply, in and out, in and out. His heartbeat was slowing now, returning to normal.
He was winning this battle.
When the attack finally subsided, veterinary pharmacist Kent Evans found his hands clenched on the Subaru’s steering wheel with muscle cramps setting in. He released the wheel, instinctively stretching and flexing hands and fingers until the cramps subsided.
Reaching to the coin tray beneath the car’s entertainment system, Kent withdrew a small brown medicine bottle. He squinted at the label, just to be sure. Valium. He cracked the bottle’s top and poured two yellow tablets into one hand. Kent had hoped to avoid taking the anxiety medication, knowing that it could cloud his judgment or impair his dexterity. But he couldn’t risk a repeat of the panic attack he’d just experienced. He popped the pills into his mouth and swallowed.
He would feel the drug’s effects soon, he knew. But he couldn’t just sit in the street in front of his house while he waited for it to kick in. Slipping the transmission into drive, he pulled the Subaru away from the curb.
 



CHAPTER 50
Interstate Highway 35 heading south into Iowa.
As far as Bull could tell, nobody was paying attention to the alleged cow shooter from Ames. He’d taken it upon himself to find out more about one Kent Evans, livestock drug dealer. He knew young Mr. Evans was suspected of attempting to cause a Foot and Mouth Disease epidemic. He also knew that Beck and Beth possessed no direct evidence tying Evans to criminal activity. Getting that evidence would be step one.
Bull planned to follow Mr. Evans around Ames for a while using the nifty Tailgate software Beth had provided. He knew from experience that bad guys were often careless on their home turf, and he expected this young fellow to be no different.
Twenty miles past Mason City, Bull’s iPad beeped at him. He glanced across the front seat to where the device lay, blinking its message: Subject in Motion.
Good. The software was doing its job. The guy was probably headed for work, or maybe a sales meeting. He tapped the iPad’s screen to let Tailgate know the message had been received. Now the program displayed a map with a blinking arrow showing the location and direction of Kent Evans’ cell phone as it traversed the mean streets of Ames.
Bull was still more than an hour and a half from the Ames exit, so he paid little attention to Tailgate as it tracked Evans and his phone across the city and onto I-35, heading north. By the time Bull noticed that his suspect had skipped town and was now moving rapidly in his direction, the two icons showing the relative positions of Bull’s phone and Evans’ had nearly merged.
Bull swung the Jeep off at the next exit and waited for Evans’ icon to reach his. As the blinking arrow on the iPad neared, Bull caught sight of Evans’ green Subaru wagon about a quarter mile to the south. When Evans passed Bull, the red Jeep Cherokee was already rolling down the entrance ramp. After bringing the Cherokee up to highway speed, Bull fell into a tail position about a half mile behind the Subaru.
He punched up Beth’s number on his Bluetooth link. He needed to find out whether she knew where Evans was going.
 



CHAPTER 51
Southdale Mall. Suburban Minneapolis.
Sun-Hi Cho strolled across the upper deck of the Southdale ramp, shopping bags swinging from her arms, toward the place she had parked the rented Caddy earlier that day. The Cadillac chirped obediently as she approached and the trunk popped open, welcoming the morning’s purchases. Once the bags were onboard, Mrs. Cho lowered the trunk lid and waited for the car to snug it down with a whirr and a click.
Still carrying the Louis Vuitton tote, but free of her other parcels, Mrs. Cho headed back inside the mall. The time had arrived for her to put the general’s plan into action.
 



CHAPTER 52
Interstate Highway 35, heading north toward Minnesota.
Bull’s phone chirped and he answered.
“Yeah?”
“Bull, it’s Beth. I think I have something that might help you out.”
“Yes,” Bull said.
“I just finished updating the activity log on Evans’ computer. It’s pretty whacky stuff. He spent the whole day yesterday searching the same terms again and again . . . repeatedly . . . like, once every ten seconds. I think he’s coming unglued.”
“Okay,” Bull said.
“He was looking for news reports on ‘Foot and Mouth Disease’ and ‘Minnesota.’ I’m even more certain than ever that he’s our guy.”
“Right,” Bull said.
“There wasn’t anything useful in his computer activity until later in the evening,” Beth said. “He stopped repeating the FMD search and started looking for information on Minnesota stock yards. He finally homed in on General Livestock in Zumbrota and downloaded everything he could find about their auction facilities.”
“I see,” said Bull.
“Bull,” Beth said. “If he’s driving toward Minnesota right now, I’m almost certain he’s headed to Zumbrota. He’s planning another FMD attack for today.”
“Got it,” Bull said. “Anything else?”
“Can you stop him?” she asked.
“Do my best,” he said.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” Beth asked. “Maybe call my husband?”
“Nope,” Bull said. “Just talked to ‘im. He’s caught up in a scramble, too.”
Beth’s end of the conversation went silent.
“Sorry,” Bull said. “Didn’t mean to worry you. He’ll be good. Always is.”
“Thank you, Bull,” she said, a note of apprehension in her voice despite Bull’s assurances. “Call me if you need me . . . . Please.”
“Will do,” he said. “Gotta go. Suspect just passed Albert Lea.”
“Goodbye,” Beth said to a dead connection. “And good luck.”
* * *
Beth didn’t know why, but this operation really worried her . . . more than usual. She didn’t think her husband had much experience with biologic agents. And though she trusted his instincts and training, it had been a long time since he had burnished them on a regular basis. She couldn’t help him with his mission today, but she still wished he would call.
* * *
Seconds later Bull was on the phone with the Ottawa County Sheriff’s Department.
“Dispatch,” a female voice said.
“Chief Deputy Gunderson . . . uh . . . please. Tell ’im it’s Bull.” Bull was not comfortable with law enforcement types and would never have called one under normal circumstances. Today’s circumstances were far beyond normal.
“I’m sorry, sir,” the dispatcher said. “Your Caller ID is blocked. Could I have your full name please?”
“Bull.”
“I’m sorry, sir. I can’t put your call through without a full name.”
She had insisted on a full name and Bull gave her one.
* * *
“Ho Chi Minh on line two for you Chief Deputy Gunderson.”
“What?” Gunner replied through the intercom.
“Chief Deputy,” the dispatcher repeated, “a Mr. Ho Chi Minh is holding for you on line two.”
“Who the hell is that, Barbara?” Gunner asked.
“He also said he goes by ‘Bull’?”
Gunner rolled his eyes.
“I got it. Thanks, Barbara.”
He punched a button on his deskset to answer the call.
“Hello, Bull,” he said, “or should I call you Ho Chi?”
“Need your help,” Bull said. “Right now.”
Gunner lifted the receiver to his ear.
“What’s up?”
“Beck talked to you about the guy who threatened some cows, right?” Bull asked.
“Yeah.”
“He’s on his way to Central Livestock in Zumbrota right now,” Bull said. “Should be there in sixty-seven minutes if his speed holds.”
“You’re following this guy?” Gunner asked.
“Yeah. Maybe sixty-six minutes.”
“Look, Bull,” Gunner said. “You know I try to help you guys out when I can, but I got a full slate. I can’t drop everything because some crazy nut wants to make a cow sick.”
“Yes . . . you can,” Bull said. “I’d take care of ’im myself, but I gotta help out a friend.”
“Okay, Bull,” Gunner said. “I know I’m not in the loop on all this cloak and dagger stuff you guys got goin’ on, but I can’t see how some cow maybe gettin’ sick makes the priority list.”
“You miss him,” Bull said. “You will.”
There was a soberness in Bull’s tone that got Gunner’s attention.
Gunner was about to say he’d do his best when Bull spoke again.
“Gotta go,” Bull said. “Don’t eff this one up, Chief.”
There was a soft click and the line went dead.
Gunner checked his watch. Sixty-five minutes left. He’d better get going.
 



CHAPTER 53
Twin Cities area, Minnesota.
“You were right, goddammit!”
I was steering the Honda north on Highway 52 toward the Mall of America when Costa had called to yell at me.
“Doh,” I said. I don’t say “doh” often. Sometimes, though, it expresses just the perfect sentiment. “So you’re meeting me at MOA?”
“What?” Costa said. “No. We’ve located Mrs. Cho’s Caddy – a rental, as you suspected – and I have scads of troops closing in.”
“But . . .” I said, “you’re at the Mall of America, right? Tell me you’re at MOA.”
Costa’s pause confirmed that I wasn’t going to like his response.
“No,” he said. “You were right about it being a mall. But she’s at Southdale, not MOA. I’m there right now.”
Damn, damn, damn, damn, damn!
“No . . . she’s not,” I said firmly. “Her car might be at Southdale, but the attack is at MOA. Why would she move on Southdale when she’s been studying the schematics for MOA? It doesn’t fit.”
“Hell,” Costa said, yelling again, “I don’t know. Maybe she likes the food here and wants to grab a calzone on the way out. The point is, this is where her car is parked. I’m telling you, son, the action is at Southdale.”
Man, I hate it when a cop gives me that “son” crap.
“Look, Agent Costa,” I said, as calmly as I was able. “I’m on my way to the Mall of America – the one with millions of visitors and an international reputation. I hope you catch Mrs. Cho over at Southdale. But when you don’t, I hope you’ll get your asses over to MOA and help me out. That place is friggin’ huge!”
“We’ll take it from here,” Costa said, a note of finality in his voice.
I sincerely hoped I was wrong . . . that somehow, I’d misinterpreted the clear signs pointing to MOA as the target, and that by some miracle Costa would catch Mrs. Cho at Southdale. I am truly a believer in hope . . . and miracles, too. I just don’t make all my plans based on them.
 



CHAPTER 54
Bloomington, Minnesota.
I hadn’t had to wait more than five minutes before Bull’s red Jeep Cherokee pulled into the spot next to my grey Pilot on the third level of the Mall of America’s East Parking Ramp. Had it not been for cell phone communications, there was no way Bull could have found me so quickly among the ramp’s more than six thousand parking spaces. And there were another six thousand spots in the West Ramp . . . not to mention thousands more in paved lots on the Mall’s north and south sides.
Every single time I come to this place I am astounded by its immensity. Four million square feet of inside space – big enough to fit seven Yankee Stadiums. More than twelve thousand people report to work here every day. Thousands of Japanese tourists make the direct flight from Tokyo to Minnesota each week just to shop – and take pictures – in this mammoth monument to consumerism.
I’d never purchased anything at MOA myself, save the occasional beverage or hot sandwich. Oh, and the fried cheese curds were good, too. Beth bought a few items here from time to time. We enjoyed the people watching, but normally preferred less jostling in our shopping experience.
Bull departed his Jeep and climbed into my passenger front seat.
Bull’s another thing that’s really big. I rolled down his window to give him some elbow room.
“Thanks,” he said.
“It looks like we’re on our own here, Bull,” I said. “The FBI is convinced the action will be over at Southdale.”
“Hmm,” he said.
“I want you and me to talk our approach to this thing through before we head inside. But before we do, I gotta know, what’s going on with that guy from Iowa?”
“He’s moving today, too,” Bull said.
I was surprised . . . maybe dismayed was more accurate. I would have thought someone might’ve let me know.
“Thanks for the early heads up,” I said.
“You were busy,” Bull said. “Chief Deputy’s got it covered.”
“Gunner?” I said. I knew Gunner was perfectly capable of apprehending the POI and preventing the bio-attack, but wondered whether he had enough info to fully appreciate the situation.
“Does he understand that this is really important?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Bull said.
“How did you explain it to him without going above his security clearance?” I asked. “He might think that some guy trying to sicken a cow isn’t a very big deal.”
“I told him he’d be sorry and he’d better not eff it up.” Bull seemed satisfied. He was a professional. Who was I to second guess? Besides, I couldn’t be two places at once.
“All right,” I said, turning to the challenge at hand. “How do you figure the two of us should best tackle just under a hundred acres of target?”
“Not ideal,” Bull said. “Probably we should split up.”
“You think so?” Sarcasm.
He turned to face me.
“Yeah,” he said. “I think so. You go right and I go left. We work top to bottom.”
That made sense . . . as much sense, at least, as the two of us undertaking this entire endeavor on our own. The term “fool’s errand” came to mind.
A ricin attack would spread the farthest, and do the most damage, if it could detonate high and filter down like fog. Having nothing better to go on, we would start at the top and work our way down.
Bull opened the door to get out.
“Hey,” I said. “You got any bio supplies?”
“Nope. I was supposed to be eatin’ donuts in Ames today. Remember?”
I unzipped my backpack and handed Bull a pair of latex gloves, a 3M fabric mask, and a couple heavy-weight black garbage bags. He scrutinized my bio supplies. He knew as well as I that they would afford little real protection from a ricin attack.
“Good to go,” he said. And off he went.
“You see anything interesting in there,” I yelled after him, “you call me.” It felt like I’d been saying that a lot lately.
 



CHAPTER 55
Suburban Minneapolis, Minnesota.
Mrs. Cho had chosen her spot and planted the ricin where she hoped it wouldn’t be disturbed – or if it were disturbed, where it would likely disperse regardless. It wasn’t the sheer number of victims that mattered so much as the shock and fear that would result from a successful terror attack in the supposedly safe environment of a Midwestern shopping mall. And from the fact that the United States government – if perhaps not the citizens – would know this attack was a personal message from Pyongyang.
After placing the ricin, Mrs. Cho drifted toward the down escalator, examining women’s clothing in a store window as she walked. She nearly paused to admire the latest fashion boots from Milan, but managed to stay on course, downward toward ground level, and then . . . with a little luck, to a life of luxury and privilege to be lived in some warmer clime.
As she rode the escalator between floors, she scanned the mall’s interior, alert for anyone who might pose a threat. At one point she noticed two men who caused her concern. They were leaning against a railing on the top floor, searching the courtyard and the open walkways below. Plain clothes police?
Moments later she breathed a sigh of relief when the men were joined by wives and children. There were others here to be watched though. She would remain vigilant.
Transferring the Louis Vuitton bag onto her other shoulder, she kept walking and watching until, after what seemed an eternity, the exit doors lay before her.
 



CHAPTER 56
Red Wing, Minnesota.
Ottawa County Chief Deputy Gunderson retrieved his utility belt and side arm from a lower desk drawer and had begun strapping them on when there was a rap on his door frame.
“I need a moment, Gunderson.”
Gunner recognized the voice and looked up to see the Sheriff leaning against the jam. Gunner finished buckling the belt and settled it on his hips.
“Sure thing, Boss. What can I do for you?”
“My cousin Genevieve’s place was vandalized last night,” the Sheriff said. “She’s in my office right now.”
“Man, that sucks,” Gunner said. “Is that the cousin who lives out in Flower Valley?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact.”
“What sort of damage are we talking here, Sheriff?”
“I’d like you to come chat with her yourself. I told her I’d put my best man on it right away.” The Sheriff gave Gunner a “come along” wave and disappeared from the doorway.
Gunner knew small town politics when he saw it. The office of Sheriff was an elected position in Ottawa County. When you held the title, everybody expected a favor. Gunner had no choice but to play along. He would try to make this quick.
* * *
Forty-five minutes later, Gunner emerged from the sheriff’s private office ready to spit bullets.
“Kyle,” Gunner said to the first deputy he saw, “you’re with me. Grab your belt and let’s go.”
“Yessir,” the young deputy said, with a salute.
“C’mon. Let’s go. Right now. Tout de suite.”
Kyle stumbled a little as he scrambled into the armory to retrieve his side arm. But he was quick about it, and the two deputies were soon in Gunner’s cruiser, sirens wailing and light bar in full bloom.
“Where we headed, Chief?” Kyle asked, one hand braced on the dash.
“Zumbrota,” Gunner said. “Central Livestock. I’ve got good reason to believe somebody’s hell bent on mayhem down there right now as we speak.”
“Whattya want me to do when we get there?” Kyle wasn’t familiar with protocols for livestock mayhem.
Gunner wasn’t either. He had to think on his feet, something law enforcement officers prefer not to do if they can avoid it.
“Just stay behind me and cover my ass,” he said finally.
Kyle could tell by the Chief Deputy’s tone that he wasn’t in a mood for conversation, so he opted for a simple, “Gotcha.”
As centerline markers flashed to the left, and corn fields slipped by to the right, Gunner checked his watch. Damn! Time was up, at least according Bull’s estimate, and he was still ten minutes out.
Damn, damn, damn!
 



CHAPTER 57
Zumbrota, Minnesota.
Kent Evans steered the green Subaru into the gravel drive at the Central Livestock Auction Barn and selected an open space at the rear of the grassy parking area. He consulted the dashboard clock. He’d made good time and had more than twenty minutes before the beef auction started.
He shoved the gearshift into Park and shut off the engine.
The place was alive with the characteristic sounds of the livestock marketplace – the mwaarrs and murrs of cattle jostling in crowded pens, the eerie shrieks and squeals of pigs as handlers guided them in directions they did not care to go. And in the background, the low rumble of diesel truck engines from behind the sales barn, keeping their cabs cool as they awaited their living cargo of fattened beef or market hogs, bound for slaughterhouses and feed lots across the region.
The noises convinced Kent that he had, indeed, come to the right place – a place where his viral threat would be unleashed into the endless stream of livestock commerce, with no chance of government cover-ups before the truth could be known.
He had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, to the point where he needed to ignite a true epidemic to save his family from financial ruin. But the limited release he had attempted at Rodney Holton’s farm hadn’t produced the desired effect. He’d succeeded in infecting the cattle, of that he was now certain – the barn fire and loss of the herd could not be coincidental. Yet news of the ancient viral scourge of livestock returning to United States soil hadn’t gotten out.
The news would certainly spread this time, as would the disease. Any trepidation Kent might have felt at unleashing this epidemic on American agriculture was silenced by the vision of his pending success – the millions of doses of FMD vaccine he would sell to producers determined to protect their herds from this new threat . . . and the piles of cash those sales would earn for him.
And that was no exaggeration . . . cattlemen would buy his vaccines by the pallet and truckload as soon as word of the outbreak hit the livestock reports. There would be no more struggling to keep creditors at bay, no more scrimping to put food on his family’s table. This plan would transform Kent Evans from failure to millionaire overnight.
The Valium had done its job, too. The panic he had experienced earlier had been replaced by anticipation. His plan would certainly work this time. He had no doubt.
He snapped open the clasps on his leather briefcase, removed the container of warm, virus-laden liquid, and trickled it into the new water pistol until it was full.
 



CHAPTER 58
Bloomington, Minnesota.
I followed Bull from the East Ramp, through the Mall of America entrance, and to the escalators that would take us to the top floor – which was Level Four in this part of the mall.
“Do you have any hot ideas as to what, exactly, we’re looking for?” I asked Bull as we took the escalator steps upward, adding our earnest stride to the escalator’s leisurely clip.
Bull looked over his shoulder at me.
“White powder,” he whispered. “Probably where we don’t expect to find it.”
It wasn’t exactly the insight I had hoped for.
“Now, quit asking stupid questions.”
That was more like it.
Bull was right, as usual. An accomplished terrorist would place the ricin delivery system – whatever form that might take – in a location where no one would expect to find it. Still, there were a few classic terror tactics that were not available in a biological attack, and could therefore be ruled out.
For instance, it was impossible to disperse the ricin using a pressure cooker bomb like the ones the attackers had used in the Boston Marathon bombing. The heat and pressure generated by that sort of device would kill the biologic, reducing the attack to a simple bombing – not to say that a terror bombing wasn’t significant by itself, but a terrorist in possession of ricin wasn’t about to kill it off with a bomb.
Abandoned backpacks and zippered purses were not likely suspects either. It would be difficult to open such parcels remotely in the absence of a substantial explosion, which would, as in the case of the pressure cooker bomb, risk damage to the ricin. Briefcases or hard shell luggage were a different matter, since the hasps on both could be unlatched with a small explosive charge, or even a spring timer.
Finally, if I were to attempt a terror attack with a substance that floats through the air and could be carried via ventilation systems, I wouldn’t place it on the floor. Even if I had a mechanism to launch the ricin into the air from ground level, doing so wouldn’t be as effective as a foolproof drop from above. No doubt, this was also the reason Bull had wanted to “start at the top and work down.”
When we reached the landing on Level Four East – referred to by Mall promoters as The Upper East Side in an attempt to attract a social crowd to this level’s concentration of restaurants, night clubs, and movie screens – Bull split off to the south, toward the theater. I remained at the top of the escalators surveying the scene.
Ten steps to one side stood a glass wall topped by a brushed steel railing and overlooking the mall’s seven-acre indoor amusement park. I walked over to take a closer look.
The park, presently known as Nickelodeon Universe, was alive with noise and movement. The tops of several attractions, including the Ferris wheel and the roller coaster, were at my eye level. You could empty a lunch bag of ricin from any one of those rides while it was at its apex and kill scores – maybe hundreds – of mostly children below.
Three things made me think the park wouldn’t be today’s target, though. First of all, escaping from a crime committed while at the top of a Ferris wheel, or in the midst of a coaster ride, was a dicey proposition at best, for obvious reasons. Secondly, even if escape from the ride was possible, all exit routes would lead through areas that had already be contaminated with the deadly powder. And finally, I didn’t think North Korea would target children. After all, this attack was a geopolitical power play, an attempt to gain recognition, not to descend further into ignominy. No. An attack on children would not serve Pyongyang’s interests. I hoped North Korea’s mercurial Supreme Leader knew that much, at least.
I turned to assess the rest of the Level Four landing.
There were fast food joints on both sides of me now. I supposed that made sense. Kids could grab a bite while the sights of the amusement park kept them entertained. I walked forward, toward the stack of escalators that had brought me here.
Three steps the other side of the escalator put me at the edge of a four story atrium, extending all the way up from Mall Level One.
I looked upward.
It wasn’t hard to envision a cloud of ricin billowing down from the skylight above, its tendrils wafting outward as it moved through the air currents at each level, leaving a dusty white residue on everything it touched, and death in its wake.
There were four such atria at the mall, I knew. But because the mall only had a fourth level on this easterly side, the atrium before me was the tallest on the property, and therefore, the most desirable for a ricin cloud. In addition, the East atrium was the largest, and frequently hosted gatherings for concerts, events, or special displays on its lowest level. I could hear the echo of loudspeakers emanating from below even now, indicating that one such event was currently in progress.
My eyes traced over the mall patrons sitting on the benches beside the atrium’s metal and glass railing. If the attacker was still present in the mall, I just might find her on the atrium perimeter.
Nearest me, in front of a candy store, a young black woman was unwrapping an enormous rainbow lollipop for her excited pre-school daughter. On the next bench, an oriental man wearing black pants and a white dress shirt reclined, his arms spread across the back of the bench and his eyes closed. A large black camera bag rested on the bench beside him.
On the far side of the open space a young couple struggled to entertain their active two year old – who appeared to be more than a match for them. Judging by the bouquet of helium balloons tied to the railing, it must have been the boy’s birthday.
On the final occupied bench, located at my nine o’clock, sat a middle aged man with dark hair. He was small and thin. I couldn’t tell his race because he faced away from me, but I found it odd that he held a large Louis Vuitton bag tightly under his near arm. The purse itself didn’t worry me, but the fact that a man was holding it warranted further investigation. Or was it even a man? I couldn’t be certain from my location.
Keeping an eye on the subject, I maneuvered around the escalators for a better look. He now sat at an angle on the bench, with one arm across the back rest, facing away from me again. His posture protected the large purse.
I could feel my heart begin to beat faster and I willed it back in line. Adrenaline could be a useful tool for the warrior, but it had to be managed, directed. If allowed to run free, fight or flight hormones could lead to rash actions.
As I stood there observing the POI, I reached in my front pants pocket, fingering the miniature 9 mm I had brought along for protection. I would have been more comfortable with the .40 caliber Beretta that served as my usual side arm, but MOA forbade even licensed personnel such as myself from possessing a gun on the premises. The Beretta was too large to hide without a sport coat, and the last thing I needed was some rent-a-cop attempting to escort me from the premises – which was all they had the right to do under Minnesota’s gun laws.
The tiny Glock nine was a decent gun at close range, but it simply didn’t have the stopping power of the Beretta – something that might be crucial if the POI made a provocative gesture, like trying to dump ricin powder out of that Louis Vuitton bag and into the open air of the atrium. Despite what Hollywood might depict, gunshot victims don’t normally topple over after a single bullet. It can take four or five or even twenty shots to stop a determined aggressor, especially using a small package like a 9 mm. I hoped the gun wouldn’t be necessary, but I was prepared to use it if required.
With one hand in my pocket holding the Glock, I strolled out from behind the escalators and made my way toward the man with the purse. When I was within fifteen feet he turned his head toward me and smiled. The features were feminine enough, but this didn’t look like the Mrs. Cho I’d seen in the pictures Beth had provided. Still, a subtle disguise can be effective. I stopped where I was and pretended I hadn’t seen the smile.
A moment later, the POI stood and started toward me, the purse held with both hands in front of him. My muscles tensed for action. Just then a small oriental woman rushed past me, brushing my arm with the raft of shopping bags that blossomed from one elbow. She ran up to the man and, before he could defend himself with the purse, threw her arms – bags and all – around his neck in an enthusiastic embrace. He freed one hand from the Louis Vuitton and slipped his arm around her waist.
They spoke in Korean – it’s the same language, whether North or South. I had picked up enough of it during my service years to understand the gist of their conversation.
She’d found some remarkable bargains, apparently, and was very thankful for his patience . . . and for holding her purse. If he wouldn’t mind watching her additional array of shopping bags, she just had a few more stores she would like to visit, that is, if it was alright with him.
It was a conversation most husbands and wives have had at shopping malls at one time or another. This fellow just smiled at his wife – I had noted their wedding rings – and told her to take her time.
She lined the bags up on the bench where he’d been sitting, and with a blown kiss, bustled off to find more bargains. The husband smiled as he watched her depart then rearranged the booty to make room for himself to sit.
I no longer considered him a POI, large purse or not. I would have to keep looking. But I had a gut feeling about this atrium and wasn’t going to move on until that feeling went away.
 



CHAPTER 59
Southdale Mall. Suburban Minneapolis.
Agent Costa had assembled a substantial array of law enforcement agencies to assist with the capture of Mrs. Cho, and to prevent Southdale Mall from becoming the nation’s latest terror victim. Uniformed police with black and white squad cars blocked the mall’s many street entrances, turning away hundreds of wide-eyed would-be mall patrons, while corralling a hoard of irritable exiting shoppers in a “holding area” at the periphery of the mall property.
Plain clothes FBI agents, armed with pictures of Mrs. Cho and instructions to identify “suspicious packages,” had begun sweeping the mall’s interior.
They were methodical and thorough, funneling extraneous shoppers toward exit doors, all the time remaining alert for a possible Mrs. Cho or her suspicious package. They cleared the large department stores first then moved to the mall’s interior. To their credit, the agents were able to keep knowledge of their presence and activities mostly behind them, while the patrons to their front shopped on, oblivious to the massive police action occurring just beyond their lines of sight.
“I think I see her.” The voice came through the encrypted radio channel and into Costa’s earpiece.
Costa perked up, but continued silently listening, letting those agents with eyes on the subject coordinate the operation.
“She just bought an Orange Julius at the second level dining pavilion. Pink dress with a giant Louis Vuitton bag. Does anyone else copy her?”
It didn’t take long before eight agents, guns drawn, had converged on the edges of the Food Court, skulking behind structural pylons and hiding among racks of women’s clothing. The POI hadn’t seemed to notice the activity. In fact, she was about to exit the “dining pavilion,” sipping her drink and settling the large tote on one shoulder, when the four nearest FBI agents pounced, sending her Julius flying.
Other than a milky orange puddle that some janitor would need to mop up, the takedown was a success. The agents had secured the handbag and cuffed the POI before she even knew what was happening. That didn’t stop her from screaming, though.
“Help! Police! It is a mugging! Help! Help!”
* * *
Outside the mall proper, and near to the place the POI had parked her rented Caddy, Agent Costa sat inside his air conditioned sedan awaiting her arrival. Soon word came via his earpiece that Mrs. Cho was nearing his location.
As he exited his car, he saw the black FBI vehicle rolling slowly down the parking aisle toward him. The car came to a stop just short of the place where Costa stood, and two agents in black suits with white shirts and skinny black ties got out. Costa had to check twice, but it appeared one of the agents was a woman.
At the sight of someone who might be in charge of this fiasco, the POI resumed her verbal assault of law enforcement, banging on the car’s rear window for emphasis.
“Stupid American dogs! Let me go. I want lawyer. Get me lawyer. Let me go.”
Costa compared her rage-contorted face to the photos in his hand.
“Looks like you got her,” he said. “How about the ricin?”
“No luck so far. Her purse is clean. We’re evacuating the rest of the innocents from the mall now. Once they’re clear, we can turn the search over to the dogs to sniff it out.”
The strategy met with Costa’s approval.
“There is no rush once everybody’s out. Just make certain to be thorough.”
“Meanwhile, you can take her to St. Paul.” Costa said, indicating the screaming woman in the car. “I shall come by to interview her shortly.”
Costa returned to the air conditioning of his company car, and withdrawing the tin of Skoal from an inside pocket, tapped it twice with a knuckle and removed the lid. He wore a satisfied smile as he pinched the moist tobacco between thumb and forefinger and packed it inside one cheek.
He wondered what Mr. Becker would have to say now . . . now that he’d caught Mrs. Cho and defused the ricin threat. He didn’t know, but he was definitely looking forward to the conversation.
 



CHAPTER 60
Zumbrota, Minnesota.
Gunner and Kyle had reached the outskirts of the City of Zumbrota . . . more of a town, actually, with a human population of 3,200. The animal population might have exceeded that number today, the day of the largest weekly livestock auction.
To minimize his law enforcement profile, Gunner had shut down the flashers and siren and slowed to normal highway speed a mile before reaching town. With a little luck, no one would notice his arrival on the street just outside the Central Livestock Market.
He glanced at his watch for the twentieth time as he wrenched the shift lever into Park. It was now ten minutes later than Bull had asked, and thirty later than he himself had hoped for.
Gunner and Kyle both got out. Gunner checked his sidearm, a .40 caliber Smith and Wesson, releasing the magazine to confirm it was loaded, slapping it back into place, and chambering a round. Following the lead of his senior officer, Kyle did the same.
“We’re just gonna take a little stroll, Kyle,” Gunner said. “If anybody asks you what we’re doin’ here, just say ‘child support.’ That should put ‘em off.”
“Got it, Chief. ‘Child support.’ But what am I really doing?”
“Like I said, Kyle, just stay a few steps behind me and cover my ass.”
“Yessir,” Kyle replied. Sometimes a subordinate didn’t need to know all the details. Kyle was okay with that.
“Let’s go,” Gunner said. And they headed into the auction market on foot.
* * *
Kent Evans double checked his costume selection for today. He had abandoned the sport coat he was wearing when he left the house back in Ames in favor of a denim jacket. His jeans should be fine, and how could he go wrong with a seed cap? After comparing other outfits he saw patrons wearing as they approached the sales barn, he was satisfied that he would blend in. Now he needed to scope out the place – plan his attack and his emergency exits, just in case they were necessary.
The first step would be inspecting the livestock in their pens. Pulling the bright green cap low over his brow and assuming an eyes-down posture, Kent made his way to the inspection area. The cap should hide his face from the prying eyes of security cameras, while the off-putting posture would discourage conversation.
In the inspection area, beef cattle jostled in tightly packed pens maybe fifteen feet square, though there were differing sizes depending on the number of cattle that would be sold in a given “Lot.”
This sales barn allowed potential bidders to actually climb up on the steel fence rails to view the cattle up close. You couldn’t do that everywhere, but it suited Kent’s purposes just fine. He hopped on a rail to getter a closer look. With his targets literally with arms’ reach, Kent had to fight the urge to infect the cattle right here and right now. Had he chosen a handkerchief as his weapon, he might just have done it, too. But shooting cows with a water pistol among the crowd of fellow bidders would draw too much attention. He would need to keep looking.
Other than the chance to preview Lots in the holding pens, bidders had little access to internal market operations. Farther inside the facility, under an expansive metal roof, he could see the occasional flash and hear the rattle of orange livestock sorting paddles. These paddles, he knew, were the tools of the handlers, the men, and occasionally women, who guided the cattle and hogs through dusty narrow lanes, closer and closer to the auction ring.
He had seen in the video that the cattle sold here also received various veterinary treatments before sale. If he could gain access to that area, perhaps one more squirt in the mouth would go unnoticed among the vet techs and farmers administering oral vaccines, especially since their work was fast-paced, with the next animal always awaiting treatment before they had finished with the previous.
The details of that YouTube video had been most helpful.
Unfortunately, and unsurprisingly, access to the vet med area was restricted to employees only. If he returned here as a cattle seller, he was certain he could get inside there. But returning wasn’t an option. Time was up and today was the day.
He’d seen about all he could from outside the main building, so inside was his next stop.
A voice from the loudspeaker horns announced that the auction would be starting shortly. Kent followed a stream of bidders from the yard toward the auction ring. Many of the potential buyers stopped at the lunch counter to pick up a snack or a beverage before the auction began. Kent kept moving.
When he reached the seating area for the auction ring, Kent took the first available front row seat and began running through attack options. The theater seats where bidders sat were located eight feet back from a five foot high steel railing that separated the theater from the livestock ring – a relatively small area flanked by an entrance gate on one side and an exit gate on the other.
The auction was beginning and handlers ushered the first lot – a group of five black Angus steers – into the viewing ring, as the auctioneer began his chant.
A stream from the water pistol could certainly reach the animals from where he sat, but there was no way such an act would go unnoticed. In addition, there were several ceiling-mounted cameras recording the auction proceedings, no doubt to discourage reckless bidders from reneging on a deal. Security here was stiffer than elsewhere on the premises.
Kent had seen enough of the ring. This was the last venue available for his attack, and it wouldn’t work at all. Kent stood, walked down the stairs and through the hallway, and finally exited to the outdoors.
The previewing area held his best opportunity for success. And now that many of the bidders had gone inside to the auction ring, the previewing area was much less crowded.
It was decided then. Now . . . to get it over with.
Strolling casually down an aisle alongside the viewing enclosures, Kent looked side to side before stopping beside a pen holding a Lot of five Angus young stock. Their small size and lack of body fat made them good candidates for “feeders” – younger animals purchased by farmers to be held in feed lots and fattened until they were ready for slaughter. The spread of the virus at the auction market was very likely, but in a commercial feed lot, it would be a virtual certainty. He would start here, and if nobody saw him, he might infect a few more Lots, just for good measure.
Standing atop the lowest metal rung of the fence, Kent slid the weapon from his jacket pocket, pointed it at the face of the nearest steer, and holding the pistol in both shaking hands, squeezed the trigger.
 



CHAPTER 61
Bloomington, Minnesota.
I released what I noticed to be a rather tight grip on my Glock and withdrew my hand from the pocket. A couple flexes cleared what may have been a burgeoning cramp from the back of my gun hand.
Twenty years ago that hand would have stayed relaxed and there would have been no need to worry about cramps. But time passes, and with that passage, certain skills deteriorate. I shouldn’t have to remind myself of such things, and yet, I had let my brain chemicals control that hand as it clenched around the gun in my pocket.
There was no danger of accidental discharge, of course, because no responsible handgun user would put a finger inside the trigger guard until he was ready to shoot. But the muscle response in my hand was one more sign that too much time had passed since I had trained in an authentic stress-inducing environment.
My powers of observation had, no doubt, also diminished. I hoped they hadn’t declined to the point where Mrs. Cho would be able to make good on her apparent ricin threat.
The very fact that, at this crucial moment, I was questioning my training was another bad sign. Doubts are for dead men.
I realized that I had been staring at the young oriental man and his bench filled with shopping bags for the several seconds it took my mind to wander through that dangerous territory. I shook both the stare and the doubt from my head.
Focus.
I was about to leave the atrium area and begin patrolling my remaining share of the Upper East Side when I noticed that the young couple with the birthday boy had left . . . but the bouquet of helium balloons was still there.
Balloons! Balloons would be a perfect delivery vehicle for the ricin powder. No fiery explosion to damage the living organisms. And balloons could be popped remotely using small timers, remote controls, or even by someone with a dart gun.
I scanned the entire area again looking for suspicious activity. Maybe I was losing my touch, but I saw no one. Then again, maybe that was a good thing.
I wasted no time in moving to the balloons for closer inspection.
Just as I reached the place where they were tied, two teens, a boy and most likely, his girlfriend, sat down on the adjacent bench. I turned to them.
“Hey,” I growled. “Get lost.”
The response from the young man was immediate.
“Bite me, Dude.”
I didn’t have time to explain the severity of the situation to the feisty gentleman. So I did something I never do. I slipped the Glock out of my pocket just far enough for both of them to see. Four eyes widened to hubcaps.
“Not kidding,” I said. “Get lost. Now.”
The added authority of the Glock seemed to slice through the false hubris of youthful immortality, because the young lovers departed with all haste.
Directing my attention back to the threat, I saw that the ribbons holding the balloons were looped loosely through the railing and tied to a small gift bag on the floor. The lift of the helium rocked the bag back and forth as mall breezes caught the balloons, but they never quite pulled hard enough to tip it over.
No time to waste now.
My gut told me this was our ricin threat, but I still needed to confirm the notion . . . and then neutralize the danger. It wasn’t time to call Bull yet. What if I was wrong?
I tossed my backpack to the terrazzo floor and snapped a latex glove onto one hand. What was in this gift bag?
Using a thumb and two fingers, and with all the serenity and care I could muster, I stretched the top of the bag open just far enough to peek inside.
Tissue paper. That would have to come out. Holding my breath, I slowly withdrew the crumpled paper . . . and was relieved when no white powder came out with it.
Peering back into the gift bag I could see two or three small packages tied up in cellophane. I reached my gloved hand back inside for the first one.
Jordan almonds. It was possible they had been coated with ricin. But they didn’t appear to be an immediate concern. I bagged the almonds in a Ziploc and dove back in for the next packet. It, too, contained candy . . . in this case, gummi bears. They were colored red, white, and blue. That was patriotic, I thought, before recalling that the North Korean flag bore the same color motif as our own. Once again, the bears posed no imminent danger. I bagged them separately from the almonds.
I tipped the bag for a better view. At first glance, I thought it was empty. Then I noticed a small white envelope lying flat on the bag’s equally white bottom. Reaching my latex glove into the gift bag one last time, I pinched the envelope and pulled it out. Now the bag was truly empty.
The credit card-size envelope had lain face down in the bag. I flipped it over in my hand. The addressee read simply, Joe.
G.I. Joe perhaps?
A quick peek inside the envelope revealed a refrigerator magnet emblazoned with the North Korean flag. At least I could now be certain that I was in the right spot. I called Bull on my cell while I examined the balloons more closely.
“Yeah.”
“I think I’ve got our . . . substance . . . over here on Four East,” I said, mindful of passing shoppers who might overhear our discussion.
“You think or you know?”
That was an appropriate question.
“I know,” I said. “I need you to move to the North Exit ASAP. I’ll meet you there when I can.”
“Please confirm, North Exit?”
“Yeah, North,” I said, grasping the ribbons and pulling the balloons closer. “I can’t exit into a parking ramp.”
“Got it,” Bull said. “On my way.”
I held the balloons by their ribbons, twirling them slowing in silhouette against the skylight. I was pleasantly surprised to find that, using this method, I could see the balloons’ contents quite well. There were tiny silver stars – the kind one might use for confetti – and a small ball the size of a pea that rolled with the pull of gravity. All around and mixed with the confetti and the ball was an opaque powder sufficient in quantity to cover the bottom of the balloon.
The ricin.
I checked the other balloons and all held similar contents. The pea, I decided, was probably the detonator, the device that would puncture the balloon when time ran out or when its master flipped the switch.
Regardless of the means by which the balloons would be exploded, I needed to contain the ricin as much as possible, and do it now. What were my options?
Slowly releasing air from the balloons might lessen the danger. Then again, if I popped one in the process, I would have set off the bomb. I needed to contain the balloons while they were still inflated.
Releasing the ribbons for a moment, I returned to my backpack. In a few seconds I had retrieved two, large, heavy-weight black trash bags and shaken them open. I grabbed onto the ribbons and began pulling the balloons down until they were within my reach.
Just as I was stretching for the first balloon, I felt an unexpected pinch in my lower back. Thinking I had tweaked a nerve, I reached back to massage the area before proceeding.
“Don’t move,” a voice said in Korean.
I silently cursed my negligence in allowing this person to sneak up behind me and stick the point of his blade in my back. I had to think quickly.
“You fool,” I said in Korean. “I am with you.” It wasn’t much, but it was all the Korean I could dredge up at the moment.
In the seconds it took for the assailant to consider my allegation, I spied Bull standing across the atrium. He was signaling for me to get out of the way. I had no idea what Bull had in mind, but I wasn’t about to argue with him. I ducked, feeling the knife point slicing through the back of my shirt as I did so, and expecting the dagger plunge that would certainly follow.
But there was no stab, only a whimper, followed by the sound of my attacker falling to the floor, and his knife clinking against the bench. I swung around to face any remaining threat, but there was none. The man lay sprawled on his back, legs akimbo and arms thrown wide, a small feather protruding from the front of his throat.
By this time a crowd was beginning to gather around the fallen Korean.
I moved to attend him, wafting air across his face with my hand.
“He’s okay,” I said, thinking on the fly. “It’s just excitement. I guess I surprised him with my proposal.” I displayed my own wedding ring in an open palm as evidence of our undying love.
A few mall-goers smiled. Some others offered nervous applause. In relatively short order, the red-faced patrons had dispersed and Bull had arrived to help out.
Without a word, Bull plucked the feathered dart from the man’s neck, hefted his limp body from the floor, and tossed him across his broad shoulders in a fireman’s carry.
“See you at North Exit,” he said, trotting off across the mall and down the escalator. I didn’t even get to thank him.
Bull had saved me from one threat, but there was still the ricin to be dealt with. Turning back to the balloons, I began corralling them, one by one, into one of the garbage bags. The balloons still floated, but now the black bag floated along, surrounding them and providing one thin layer of protection.
Good start.
Next I used my pocket knife to cut the ribbons, and then tied them around the garbage bag’s open end, sealing the ricin-filled balloons inside.
At this point, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. So far, so good.
The bagged balloons were now free to be stuffed, ever so carefully, inside the second garbage bag. In truth, I couldn’t be certain whether even this second bag would contain whatever sort of detonation might occur inside the balloons, but two bags had to be better than one.
Holding the semi-weightless, double-packed garbage sack in one hand, I swept the gift bag and the candies into my backpack, and zipped it shut – at least as shut as I could make it using one hand and one foot.
Now, with pack in one hand and floating garbage sacks trailing in the other, I raced for the down escalator. There would be no apologies for any discourtesies I might commit during my rush to the North Exit. If I knocked someone over, I just had to hope they couldn’t run faster than I could.
* * *
Thankfully, there were no major collisions or hindrances en route and I made it outside before any of the balloons popped. But we weren’t out of the woods yet. These plastic bags weren’t a safe container for the ricin. It could still explode at any moment.
Bull was waiting when I ran through the glass entry doors at the North Exit. I looked around but saw no sign of my attacker’s limp body.
“He’s good,” Bull said, anticipating my question.
“I need a trunk,” I said to Bull, pointing at the balloon bag.
We both saw the solution at the same time. A vintage Mercedes 450 SL convertible was parked illegally at the curb, its top down and flashers blinking. I raced to the driver’s door and began searching for the trunk release. Where did the Germans put that darn thing?
Before I could locate the trunk lever, I heard a ratcheting sound and turned my head. Bull had managed to pop the trunk open without the benefit of a key. He used some sort of tool, though. I saw him slipping it into his pocket as I retreated to the open trunk compartment. I would have to get myself one of those.
We were mere seconds from securing the ricin in the Mercedes trunk.
Unfortunately, our suspicious actions around the SL had attracted the attention of a Mall Cop, the MOA’s private “police” force.
“Hey. What’re you guys doing?” He was maybe twenty feet away when we first saw the pimply-faced enforcer. “Hey. Step away from that car!”
He was closing fast and brandishing a can of pepper spray.
I continued to struggle with getting the floating bag into the car trunk.
“Bull,” I said, “I’ve got my hands full.”
“Right,” he said, squaring off to face the interloper.
He held out his large hand as a stop sign. “Stop!” he said to the Mall Cop, who immediately came to a halt. Bull was a force not easily resisted.
After a momentary lapse, the Mall Cop must have remembered who was in charge because, although he came no closer, he resumed his admonitions. “I said step away right now, or else.”
I was maneuvering near the back of the car, still trying to get my ricin into the trunk. It wasn’t as easy as I had hoped. I had to take care not to pinch or pop anything.
“Or what?” Bull’s voice said.
I knew what was about to happen and I just hoped I wouldn’t get caught in the crossfire.
“Or this,” the officer said. His words were followed by the hissing sound of an emptying pepper spray can. I didn’t hear a response from Bull and continued stuffing the garbage bags into the trunk.
At last they were in. The balloon-filled bags fit inside the closed trunk, but just barely.
There was a commotion behind me – to be precise, in the area where Bull and the officer had been standing. I really wanted to watch, but had serious business to conclude.
Saying a silent prayer, I edged the lid closer and closer to the latch. I was ready to slam it down hard if I heard so much as a single pop from inside. But there were no pops, bangs, or other noises from within, and in a few seconds, the trunk lid was closed and securely latched.
I was thankful Bull’s entry technique, whatever it was, hadn’t damaged the lock. Of course, I should have known Bull was too much the professional to make that mistake.
Speaking of whom . . . the noises had diminished to the point where there was only the occasional yelp of pain coming from the officer.
When I turned around I saw the reason for the yelping. Bull was standing behind the young man, holding him with one massive hand by the back of his neck. Every time the Mall Cop wiggled, Bull tightened his grip, an action which never failed to cause his detainee to emit an anguished yelp. It was obvious that the kid should just stop wiggling, but he seemed to be a slow learner.
Escalating hostilities at the North Exit had drawn the attention of the real cops – in this case, Bloomington City Police Officers who had been patrolling the mall’s exterior. Their squad screeched to a halt, its lights flashing. In a fraction of a second, they were out of the car and taking cover behind the doors. Their guns were drawn and pointed our way.
In my opinion, it was a lot of drama over one Indian holding a kid by the scruff of his neck, and I was about to tell the police as much.
Then the yelling started.
“Show me your hands! Show me your hands!”
Bull raised one hand above his head, but clung to the Mall Cop with the other. I obeyed the hands request, but not before I had snagged my phone and punched a speed dial button.
“Put the phone down! Now!”
I complied, stooping low and gently laying the phone flat on the pavement. I stood again . . . slowly . . . both hands in the air.
“Is there a problem officers?” I asked, as if nothing unusual had happened.
“Shut up. Now get down on your knees. Nice and slow . . . and keep your hands up. Right now!”
I kneeled. Bull, however, was dragging the wailing Mall Cop with him to the pavement. That started another flurry of yelling.
“Let him go! Do it! Right now!
“You come get him.”
Aww, Bull. Do you have to?
“He threatened me,” Bull went on, “and then he sprayed me.” Bull kicked the empty pepper spray can sending it bouncing toward the squad car.
“I’ll let him loose, but you gotta take him, so he doesn’t run away . . .” Bull looked down at the Mall Cop. “. . . crying like a little girl.”
The police were stymied. Bull wasn’t doing as he was told, but they couldn’t exactly shoot a man for pinching the trapezius muscles of an overzealous youth, especially in front of a gathering crowd of cell-wielding shoppers.
I offered them a way out.
“We’re working with the FBI,” I said. “The agent in charge is on the other end of that cell phone right there.” I nodded toward the phone on the pavement. “If you want, I’ll toss it over to you and you can talk to him yourselves.”
The officers clearly weren’t thrilled with the idea. I’m sure it didn’t help that Bull resembled, in no way, an FBI agent.
They kept looking at Bull and I’m pretty sure neither one of them wanted to try to cuff the big Indian. What could be less politically correct, after all, than two white cops arresting a law abiding American Indian – especially one who had already alleged abuse by pepper spray.
I was glad they didn’t try to put handcuffs on Bull. They wouldn’t have succeeded and whatever followed could not have been good.
“Okay,” the older cop said finally. “Kick it over here.”
“Aww geez,” I said. “Can’t I toss it? It’s a brand new phone.” I had just gotten it in the mail last week.
“Kick it. And do it now!”
I positioned one Topsider moccasin behind the phone and gave it a shove. I cringed as the phone skidded and tumbled all the way to the cop’s foot. I hoped it was still working after the ride.
The cop jumped backwards, staring at my phone like it might explode.
“C’mon,” I said. “It’s just a phone and my arms are getting tired here.”
“You,” the older cop said to me. “I told you to shut up!” He bent down and picked up my new Samsung. “Hello?” he said into the cell. “Who is this?”
They must have done whatever sort of oral handshake cops do to let them know they’re speaking with one of their own kind, because the Bloomington officer seemed to acknowledge Costa’s authority.
Costa had probably been listening ever since I pushed the call button, and I was fairly sure he would put our differences aside once he knew I had the ricin.
“He says we should hold you guys till he gets here.” The cop said, tilting the phone away from his mouth.
Friggin FBI.
“Tell him I’ve got his package,” I called out loudly enough for all to hear, “and if he doesn’t let us go, I’ll give it to you.”
Can you imagine the horror for a team of FBI experts should they be out-enforced by a small town lawyer and . . . somebody who looks like Bull. Then to top it off, the first cops on the scene are the locals? That’s the stuff of nightmares for Bureau folk.
“I ain’t telling him anything,” the older cop said, positioning the phone away from his face just far enough to shout at me.
Fortunately for all concerned, Agent Costa must have heard my yelling and reconsidered the need to arrest us, because the cop looked at the phone and then put it back to his ear.
“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. But . . . . Yeah. But they . . . . Yeah. Oh, all right.” He lowered the phone.
“If you let go of this guy here . . .” The older cop motioned toward the whining security guard. “. . . and assuming he ain’t hurt, we’ll put our guns away and we’ll all wait for the agent. Okay?”
He wasn’t happy to make this offer, I was sure. Then again, Bull wasn’t going to be happy releasing the Mall Cop either.
Bull looked back at me.
I shrugged.
“Okay,” Bull said, releasing his captive, then laughing as the boy ran bawling to the safety of the police car.
Bull looked at me. “Told ya,” he said. “Like a little girl.”
I shrugged.
Both Bloomington police officers holstered their weapons, and the younger cop moved to assist the “wounded” security guard.
The older guy brought my phone back to me. The face was cracked and it looked like it had been through a sand blaster.
“He wants to talk to you,” he said, handing me the cell.
At that moment, a sound like gunfire erupted from inside the Mercedes trunk. Five pops in close succession. Both officers reached for their side arms. Bull and I stepped farther away from the convertible, our eyes on its trunk seams. Thankfully, we saw no puff of powder emanating from the trunk.
I put the ravaged cell phone to my ear.
“Hi,” I said.
“What the hell was that?” Costa had heard the pops and wanted to know.
“I believe that was your package being delivered to the interior of a Mercedes car trunk,” I said. “Seems to have contained it, too . . . at least for the present. I assume you’ve got some of those yellow suits heading our way?”
“I do now,” Costa said. “And hey . . . .”
“Yeah?”
“You keep those lips zipped.”
“Have to,” I said. “It’s Classified.”
 



CHAPTER 62
Zumbrota, Minnesota.
Evans had been very deliberate about aiming and firing the water pistol at the cows – two-handed, firm grip, solid trigger pull. Yet nothing had come out.
After a momentary panic, he realized what had happened. Of course . . . just like the time at Holton’s farm . . . the water lines were filled with air. The gun needed to be primed. How could he be so stupid? A couple more squeezes would do it.
He reached out one arm to full extension and squeezed the trigger again.
* * *
Gunner had spotted the likely cow shooter as he departed the auction building on the way to the holding pens. The deputy had steadily closed the distance between them, maintaining a low profile, until the man had climbed onto a fence and pulled a pistol from his pocket. Then Gunner picked up his pace.
Grabbing the young man by the back of his collar, Gunner jerked hard, sending him flying from the fence like a stuntman in a Jackie Chan movie, arms flailing in a vain effort to control his fall. The force of landing squarely on his back knocked the air from the man’s lungs, and the water pistol from his hand.
Gunner kicked the pistol aside, sending it skittering across the packed dirt of the viewing lane. Ignoring the suspect’s moans and wheezes, Gunner grasped the lapels of the young man’s jean jacket, hauled him to his feet, flipped him around, and forced him against the wooden fence that demarked the exterior side of the preview area.
“Feet apart,” Gunner said, kicking the man’s insteps until his legs splayed awkwardly.
The suspect struggled to turn around, but the spread feet made it impossible. Then he started thrashing around with his arms, but there was no way he was going land a punch on Gunner from this position.
“Now cut that out,” Gunner said, grabbing a swinging wrist and twisting the arm upward, between the man’s shoulder blades. The maneuver was accompanied by a nudge that forced the man even more solidly against the fence.
No further arm flailing was possible at this point, but Gunner wasn’t going to risk a bigger scene than they’d already created. Even now, a small crowd was gathering.
With his free hand, he unclipped the handcuffs from his belt and applied them to the suspect, first to the arm held pinned to the man’s back, then to the other.
“Kyle,” Gunner said once the cuffs were secure, “you cover me while I pat this guy down.”
“Roger, Chief,” Kyle said, training his Smith and Wesson on the suspect.
“Geez, Kyle,” Gunner said. “Put that thing away. Just be ready to tackle him if he gets loose.”
“Right,” he said, sheepishly returning the side arm to its holster.
“You know what,” Gunner said. “Forget about covering me and just bag that squirt gun. He tossed his head at the plastic pistol lying in the dirt. “It’s evidence, Kyle. Wear your gloves.”
“Yessir,” the young deputy said, fumbling to open the leather belt compartment that held his evidence bags and gloves.
By the time Kyle had retrieved the gun, Gunner was finishing the pat down. Now he turned his attention to the bystanders. “Child support,” he said. The crowd gave a collective nod as Gunner escorted the suspect off the premises and toward his cruiser.
As they crossed the grassy parking lot on the way to the car, Gunner turned to Kyle.
“Honestly, I don’t know what the hell is wrong with folks these days,” he said. “I’ve done a lot of police work in my time, but I ain’t never arrested a guy for shootin’ at cows with a squirt gun.”
“Strange,” Kyle said. “Darn strange.”
Gunner laughed. “You said it, Kyle.”
“And you . . .” Gunner said to the suspect as they reached the cruiser, “. . . you be careful not to hit your head.” He tucked the handcuffed man into the cruiser’s caged back seat and closed the door.
Gunner climbed behind the wheel and clicked his seat belt.
“What are we really arresting him for?” Kyle asked, as the cruiser’s AC came to life.
“I guess we’ll start off with creating a public nuisance and see where the County Attorney wants to go from there. In any case, it won’t be our worry, Kyle. We did our jobs.”
“Yessir,” he said. “We sure did, didn’t we.” He wore a broad smile.
Gunner chuckled.
“We sure did. Nice bust rookie.”
 



CHAPTER 63
Bloomington, Minnesota.
When I informed them the Mercedes might contain hazardous materials, the Bloomington Police moved expeditiously to cordon off the area. Minutes later, additional black and whites arrived and began diverting MOA visitors to other entrances. At least one news van had shown up, too.
“You got a comb?” I asked Bull. “Looks like we’re gonna be on TV.”
“Yeah,” he said. “I see.” He did not offer me a comb.
Costa and his troops arrived on the scene a few minutes later. I counted six black sedans as they passed through the cordon. There was also a Yukon Denali SUV with a flatbed trailer in tow.
“The man never travels light,” I said. Hearing no response, I turned to Bull to see what was up. He was gone. Besides harboring a persistent dislike for law enforcement, Bull was also camera shy.
The FBI cars parked a safe distance from the ricin-laden Mercedes. The Denali swung in ahead of the convertible and backed the trailer into line with the Merc’s front bumper.
What followed was nothing short of bizarre.
First, four guys in black suits wrestled a large, rubbery-looking tarp from the SUV’s cargo compartment, setting the tarp on the front of the trailer and unrolling it until it covered the entire bed.
Next, the men winched the Mercedes up metal loading ramps and onto the trailer, not stopping until the car rested entirely on top of the tarp.
Seconds later, two agents were attaching steel “boots” to the car’s wheels to prevent it from rolling while in transit, while at the same time, two others were detaching the loading the ramps. Then all four hoisted the remainder of the tarp up and over the convertible. It was long enough to cover the entire car, and wide enough to draw the top and bottom sheets together all around.
Finally, using a device I could only describe as an industrial steam sealer, the men maneuvered 360 degrees around the trailer, fusing the upper and lower portions of the tarp together until the Mercedes was entirely enclosed within a sturdy, rubberized “baggie.”
Sixty seconds later, the men had packed up their ramps and dusted off their suits. The ricin was ready for transit.
Honestly. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.
Would you like that Mercedes SL 450 to go sir? Sure. Why don’t you just wrap it up for me.
As I stood wondering what other new and different experiences the day might hold in store for me, Agent Costa approached. He offered his hand and I shook it. We assumed the traditional male shoulder-to-shoulder conversational stance.
“I bet with a sealing system like that the FBI never has a problem with freezer burn,” I said, nodding sideways toward the departing Merc-in-a-bag.
Costa was working up a spit, but I guess he reconsidered, because he swallowed instead.
“Less drama for the press than the HazMat team,” he said. “Cameras just love those yellow suits.”
“So . . .” I said.
“So?”
“So . . . I guess I was right about the attack targeting the Mall of America.”
“Maybe,” he said. “We’ll see what the lab finds inside that car. One thing I do know though . . . .”
“Yeah?” I said, more than a little irritated at Costa’s refusal to acknowledge my contribution to averting a major disaster. “What’s that?”
“We picked up Mrs. Cho at Southdale.”
I turned to face him.
“No kidding? Nice job.” At least one of us knew when a compliment was called for.
“Thanks,” Costa said. “Unfortunately, she didn’t appear to have any ricin on her person. Maybe the lab will turn up some trace evidence. Anyway, I’ve got teams clearing the mall right now.”
“You shut down Southdale?” I said. “Wow. You’ve got a pair, my friend.” Southdale wasn’t as large as MOA, but it wasn’t a trinket shop either.
“What are you talking about? We needed to clear the premises to ensure the safety of everyone concerned,” Costa said. “Standard procedure.”
“Remember to say that when the retailers sue you for wrongful eviction,” I said, resuming the shoulder-to-shoulder stance. “You’d better hope those teams of yours find something. Lost sales are gonna be huge. Folks don’t like it much when you get between them and their money.”
Costa took a deep breath.
“I guess we’ll let the Attorney General deal with crossing that bridge, if we ever get there.”
Costa didn’t seem too worried. I supposed he had plenty of options for passing the buck if necessary. And the legal fees wouldn’t be coming out of his pocket.
“My mall’s still open,” I noted, a touch of pride in my voice. “And I already got my ricin.” I smiled toward the crowd and waved at the news cameras.
“Like I said,” Costa reminded me, “we’ll see.”
I wasn’t worried. I knew what was inside that Mercedes trunk.
“Anything else I should know?” Costa asked.
“Oh yeah,” I said. “Bull tells me there’s a North Korean collaborator taped up inside.”
“Inside what?”
“The mall,” I said. “It’s this building right here.” I indicated the mall’s exact location with a pat on its exterior stucco. “You can find the gentleman in locker number E-67.” I handed Costa the key. “But be careful, he had a knife last time I saw him.”
 



CHAPTER 64
Bloomington, Minnesota.
Before Costa had finished debriefing me, the sun was beginning to set over Ikea and I was ready to go home. Costa consented to concluding our discussion tomorrow, when the full reports from the lab were in.
My parking selection in the East Ramp proved to be the perfect launch pad for a discreet getaway. As I idled down 24th Avenue in the direction of Interstate 494, my side window offered a good view of the hubbub surrounding the mall’s North Exit, a couple hundred yards distant.
Scores of uniformed police still manned their cordons. Television news crews elbowed one another in vain hope of an FBI interview, their clunky satellite trucks clogging the mall causeway, flooding all and sundry with their gaudy incandescents. Obsessed gawkers and innocent passersby alike combined to snarl vehicle traffic all the way out to Lindau Lane.
A few minutes ago, I had been a part of that circus. Now I was just a man on his way home from the mall.
Three blocks further along 24th Avenue, I swung the Pilot onto the I-494 East ramp and settled into the freeway’s right hand lane.
Today had been a good day, I decided. Not an easy day, or a perfect day . . . but a good day nonetheless. Bull and I had thwarted a terror attack at MOA that, but for our intervention, would have certainly succeeded. We’d inconvenienced a few people in the process, though.
I imagined the Mall Cop had a sore neck and maybe a few bruises. Sometimes Bull doesn’t know his own strength. But in all fairness, the kid shouldn’t have pepper sprayed Bull when he had the option to walk away, or call for backup, or pee in his pants. When you pepper spray someone and they don’t go down, you’ve got to expect some sort of retaliation. Perhaps it was a lesson in perceived power the young man had needed to learn. It might even save his life one day.
Then there was the owner of the extraordinarily well-preserved Mercedes convertible . . . we’d pretty much ruined his day, though he might not even know it yet. Frankly, I was thankful I didn’t have to meet the guy . . . or gal. The fact was that Bull and I had faced a challenging situation – one that required sacrifices. The Mercedes was one of those sacrifices that sometimes needed to be made. It’s true the sacrifice was made easier by the fact that it wasn’t my Mercedes . . . but the point is still valid. That beautiful car had become collateral damage in the war on terror.
I tried to think who else’s day we might have wrecked.
The blocked mall entrance probably inconvenienced a few shoppers. Then again, for a good number of news reporters, our unorthodox activities had made their day. I’d call those two a wash.
And there was one more notch on the bright side, Gunner had apprehended the cow shooter in Zumbrota – apparently before he was able to do serious harm – effectively extinguishing the Foot and Mouth threat. That was something Gunner should be proud of, even though he would never know the scope of the economic disaster he had prevented. In fact, he should be even more proud of himself because he performed his duty without regard for how silly it seemed, on pure trust, with greater chance of ridicule than reward.
Well done, Gunner.
I turned on the radio, unconsciously punching the button for an oldies station. Probably all the popular songs I knew qualified as oldies by now.
Ringo Starr’s It Don’t Come Easy – the Concert for Bangladesh live version – had just started playing. Got to pay your dues if you wanna sing the blues, and you know it don’t come easy.
I laughed.
Nope. It don’t come easy.
* * *
It was after 9:30 when I brought the Honda to a stop at 1011 Jefferson Avenue, and I was feeling pretty peppy, all things considered. I even thought I noticed a proverbial spring in my step as I climbed the porch stairs.
“I’m home,” I called as I entered. Beth came running to meet me, throwing her lovely arms around my shoulders and planting a big smooch right on my kisser.
‘Thank God you’re safe,” she said. “I was so afraid.”
Just as I was enjoying the attention, Beth pushed me away and punched my shoulder.
“Ouch.”
“Why didn’t you call me?” she said. “I was about worried to death.”
She was right. I had no excuse. I may have had reasons, but it’s not the same thing.
“Until about an hour ago, I was kinda busy,” I said in my defense. “Mall of America, ricin, FBI, etcetera. Maybe you saw something on the news?”
“Of course I did . . . you big galoot. Scared the bejeebers out of me. I knew what was really going on, and it had nothing to do with a safety drill.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I really am.” I really was. “I’ve got no excuse for worrying you. I should have called, but sometimes my brain just gets caught up in what I’m doing . . . and I forget to do what I should be doing. You know?” I gave her my best puppy dog face.
“Don’t you go poochy-facing me,” she said. “I know you get caught up in your work. Too caught up. You think you’re some kind of superhero or something, flying all over saving the universe. But you’re not.” Her eyes were tearing up. “And the world is full of kryptonite.” Her voice cracked on the last word.
“Come here,” I said, grasping her upper arms and pulling her toward me. At first, she resisted . . . then finally succumbed. Now, as I held her close, the sobs came, convulsing her entire body. I held her tightly, saddened that I was the cause of her distress. It wasn’t just the lack of a phone call, I knew. It was everything about my day, and the risks I had taken – had needed to take.
We stood like that for a long time, not talking, my lips kissing the top of her head again and again, my hand caressing the silk of her hair.
“Shh,” I whispered. “I’m here now. I’m safe. We’re both safe.”
Eventually the sobs subsided. Beth inhaled deeply, pushing the air out through her mouth.
“It would be a lot easier putting up with you if I didn’t care about you so much.” Her voice was soft and she followed the words with a sniffle.
“I know,” I whispered. “Damn my rakish charm!”
Beth pushed away from my chest. Her nose was runny and her face was streaked with mascara, but all I could think of was how beautiful she looked.
“I swear,” Beth said, trying to hide her smile, “one of these days I’m trading in your rakish butt for a newer model.”
“Okay,” I said. “But I need to warn you. They don’t make ‘em like they used to.”
“Thank God,” Beth said, embracing me once more. “Thank God.”
 



CHAPTER 65
Red Wing, Minnesota.
A cold front moved through during the night, bringing with it rain and thunder . . . and a refreshing breeze. I opened the bedroom windows around 3:00 o’clock, after which Beth hogged most of the covers. It was a small price to pay, and I was happy for the privilege. By 6:00 o’clock, the front had passed and the day was dawning fresh and new.
The sun had already begun to warm the back screen porch when Beth joined me on the swing.
“How did you sleep?” I asked.
“Fantastic,” she said. “I think crying swamped my system with endorphins last night. I slept like a rock.”
“I’m glad you slept well.”
Beth and I glided back and forth on the swing, listening to the robins chirping in the spruce tree that overhung our veranda and the breeze as it slithered between the wind chimes. I pointed out the two matching sets of rabbit tracks crossing the dewy grass of our back yard. And Beth noted the fresh smell of the flowering mint plants she had seeded along the edges of our patio.
I breathed deeply, then exhaled, allowing the air to whistle quietly past my lips.
“So . . .” Beth said. “Are you taking the day off today? We could go to the park, maybe pack a lunch?”
“That does sound tempting,” I said. “Unfortunately, I’ve still got a couple meetings I need to go to today. One with Gunner and the other with Costa in the Cities. Hopefully, between the two of them, we can end the odd saga of Rodney Holton’s farm.”
Beth eyed me with suspicion.
“Nothing dangerous today. I promise.”
“That’s good,” she said, “because sometimes, your public service crap just wears me out.” Her eyes observed my reaction from beneath long lashes.
“Who could argue with that?” I said, shaking my head. “Sometimes it wears me out too.” I stood. “Nevertheless, I’m off to my first conference right now.”
“Gunner or Costa?”
“Gunner,” I said. “Costa is still waiting on lab results. The FBI may be thorough, but my dead grandma could kick their butts in the fifty.” I smiled.
Beth laughed.
“Ah,” she said. “That’s the federal government I remember so well. Good luck.”
* * *
When I reached Gunner’s office, he wasn’t as cheery as I had hoped. I was probably going to have to listen to him vent for a while.
“So what’s the problem?” I asked. “You made the arrest, right?”
“Yeah,” Gunner said, “but now I find out it’s not even going in my jacket. There was some executive order or something and now all the records have gotta be purged.” He said the word like it tasted bad.
“Well,” I said, “at least you have the satisfaction of a job well done, another criminal off the streets. Who cares about records?”
“You’re kidding, right? I don’t even know why I arrested the guy. Nobody’ll tell me what’s goin’ on. So if there’s no record, I might as well have pissed away the whole day.”
“Huh,” I said. “Maybe we can get some answers from the detainee himself. Shall we go have a chat?”
“That’s a laugh,” Gunner said, not laughing. “The feds swooped in here and grabbed the guy up so fast we couldn’t even get him processed. You’d think he was some international terrorist or something.”
I nodded.
“Now that is a laugh,” I said. “A terrorist at an Ottawa County stock yard, trying to shoot cows with a squirt gun. Call CNN!”
Gunner chuckled.
“Yeah,” he said. “Big story.” He considered for a moment. “There was something goin’ on with that guy though, otherwise the feds wouldn’t have rushed him outta here like he was some kinda plague. I don’t s’pose you know the scoop?”
“Me?” I said. “I’m a bigger pain in Agent Costa’s backside than you could ever be. Why would he fill me in?” I didn’t like lying to Gunner, but that’s how it goes with Classified information. I don’t make the rules.
“I suppose,” Gunner said. “But that doesn’t make me like this deal any better.”
“Of course not,” I said.
Time to change it up.
“How did you identify this guy to arrest him anyway? I didn’t think anyone had sent you his picture?”
“Somebody had his picture?”
“Did I say that?” I was back peddling. “I meant you didn’t have his picture, right?”
“No,” Gunner said, looking crabby. “It really didn’t matter much though. The guy stuck out like hen at a cock fight.”
“How do you mean?” I asked. I was genuinely interested.
“To start with,” Gunner said, “his pants legs were too tight and his boots were too new. He was wearing a jacket when it was about a hundred degrees outside. His cap was on crooked.” He stopped and looked at me. “Do you need to hear more?”
“No,” I said. “I guess that’ll do.”
Most people don’t realize it, but the observational powers of the average law man are truly amazing – not that Gunner was average.
“Nice job, Gunner,” I said. “Well done.”
Gunner smiled at me like there was a private joke.
“I got to break in a youngster,” he said with a grin. “Took Kyle along.”
“I’ll bet that was exciting for him,” I said.
“Yeah.” Gunner chuckled. “I told him to cover me while I patted the punk down and Kyle pulled his gun on him.” The chuckle turned to laughter. “It was all I could do to not bust out laughin’ right then and there.” Gunner was laughing so hard he was crying.
I assumed it was law enforcement humor. I didn’t get the joke.
“Right,” I said, faking a smile.
“Whew,” Gunner said, catching his breath. “I guess you had to be there.”
I guessed you did.
“Anyway . . . I want you to know that your services yesterday were appreciated by someone. So I got you a present.” Reaching into a pocket I produced a leather cigar case. “Here you go,” I said. “Four of Havana’s finest.”
Gunner snatched the cigar case and stashed it in a desk drawer.
“Are you crazy bringing those Cubans in here?” he whispered. “This is a law enforcement facility.”
“I didn’t think the cops paid much attention to Cuban cigars these days,” I said, whispering back.
“They sure as heck do,” Gunner said. “If anybody here lays eyes on these babies . . . they’ll get smoked up in no time.”
He smiled.
I guess even by-the-book cops make an exception for a good cigar from time to time.
“I’ll be stealthier next time. I promise.”
* * *
Costa’s call came in before I was done at Gunner’s office. I had to make my excuses and ditch.
I was anxious to learn the FBI’s findings about the ricin, about Southdale, about Mrs. Cho . . . heck, about pretty much everything.
The receptionist showed me into a real conference room this time, where Costa was waiting.
“Good morning, Beck,” he said, rising from his chair to greet me.
“Agent Costa,” I said, shaking his hand. I couldn’t help noticing that the conference table was empty – no photos, no files, no lab reports, no nothing.
“Have a seat,” he said, motioning me to a comfortable-looking chair. I sat. Costa sat, too.
Instead of commencing the briefing, Costa reached inside his suit coat and withdrew a can of Skoal tobacco, tapped it twice with a knuckle, then held it out to me.
“Care for a dip?” he asked.
“No thanks,” I said, waving him off. “I’m still on the wagon.”
“As you wish,” Costa said, sliding a pinch of sticky-looking black goo inside one cheek. He covered the Skoal can and returned it to his pocket before beginning the briefing.
“I hate to sound cliché,” he said, “but I have good news and bad news. Which do you prefer to hear first?”
I hoped it was bad news for somebody besides me.
“Let’s go with the good news first,” I said. “That way, if I die while you’re talking, at least I’ll have a smile on my face.”
Costa laughed and shook his head.
“You never quit, do you?”
“I try not to,” I said. “I’ve found cracking jokes keeps me from saying something even stupider.”
“Ah,” he said. “I can imagine. In any case . . . let’s start with the lab results from the Mercedes trunk, shall we?”
“Okay.” I held my breath. This was supposed to be good news, right?
“The lab confirms the presence of ricin in the car trunk,” Costa said. “Pure ricin. No flour.”
I exhaled.
“That’s nice,” I said, striving for nonchalance.
“Not only that,” Costa continued, “but the total volume of pure ricin collected in the two samples – the diluted one from Cho’s van and the clean one from the Mercedes – adds up to just enough to fill the titanium sphere.”
“Downright tidy,” I said.
“Indeed,” Costa acknowledged. “So it appears that we no longer have missing ricin on our hands, and for that, the FBI owes you our thanks.”
“Can I get that in unmarked twenties?”
“No,” Costa said, not missing a beat.
“Continuing on to the FMD arrest . . . the man Deputy Gunderson apprehended was in possession of a water pistol, as well as other paraphernalia, which contained a live specimen of the Foot and Mouth Virus.”
“Same variant as at Holton’s farm?” I asked. “From South Africa?”
“It appears so,” Costa said.
“So what was the deal with this guy,” I asked. “Al Qaeda? Cartel? What?”
“Unfortunately, this gentleman . . . one Kent Evans of Ames, Iowa . . . represents the ultimate outlier – a terrorist whose actions no one can anticipate, and from whom no complete defense is possible.”
“NRA?” I said.
Costa raised one eyebrow.
“Sorry,” I said. “Please continue.”
“This man champions no cause or ideology. He has no gripe with government, or even with his target. He was once an above average, productive, content member of society who has recently fallen victim to widespread economic distress. He is a victim of the recession, a man trying to save his home and feed his family. He thought an outbreak of FMD would stimulate demand for FMD vaccine . . .”
“Which, as a veterinary pharmaceutical representative, he would gladly sell at no small profit,” I said.
“Exactly,” Costa said. “There is absolutely no way to prevent a terrorist like Mr. Evans from acting – no watch list that would contain his identity, and no reason anyone would suspect he was about to melt down. We are very lucky to have captured him before he could introduce the virus into the marketplace.”
“Lucky like Thomas Jefferson,” I said.
“What?”
“You know. Jefferson. ‘The harder I work the more luck I have?’ Never mind. It’s not important. Keep going.”
“Mr. Evans proved very cooperative under interrogation,” Costa said. “We are quite certain he acted alone. So the FMD threat is extinguished as well.”
“Until somebody else feels the pinch,” I said. It was a sad truth, but truth just the same.
“Yes. Well.” Costa had no adequate reply. “Moving on . . .”
“Yes,” I said, “moving on . . .”
“I’m afraid that’s it for the good news.” Costa’s mouth was filling with saliva. He needed to swallow. When he did, it looked like it hurt.
“Mrs. Cho,” he said.
“Yes?”
“The lab found no trace evidence of ricin on her or among her belongings. And at least so far, there doesn’t seem to be a clear surveillance video of her at MOA either.”
“How . . .” I started to say.
“Apparently, she wore a disguise when she planted the balloons,” Costa said. “It’s nothing fancy, but there’s no way to identify her face. And the outfit she wore at MOA is . . . dare I say it . . . MIA.”
“Isn’t there footage of the POI leaving the mall?” I asked. “Maybe there’s another license plate to be traced.”
“The video shows the unknown woman getting into a taxi and departing the mall area,” Costa said. “And to anticipate your question, of course we contacted the cab company and spoke with the driver. He dropped her off outside a Goodwill store along the Interstate. We hypothecate that she may have changed clothes in the Goodwill and grabbed another cab which brought her to Southdale sometime later. As luck would have it, not all the cameras at the Goodwill are working and she seems to have eluded video capture there.”
“You mean you can’t connect the woman at MOA to Mrs. Cho at all?” I said.
“Unfortunately not.”
“How did she get into the Southdale Mall?” I asked. “I thought you guys had it surrounded.”
“We know that Mrs. Cho parked her car in the Southdale ramp at 9:14 this morning,” Costa said. “We have that on video. And when we picked her up at the food pavilion, she was wearing the same clothing as when she arrived at Southdale that morning. Based on the time signatures on the MOA surveillance tapes, it would have been possible for Mrs. Cho to plant the ricin balloons at MOA, catch a cab to Goodwill, change clothes, and catch another cab, or perhaps a bus, to the Southdale vicinity. She still might have had enough time to re-enter Southdale on foot before we locked it up tight.”
“And the Southdale surveillance cameras?” I asked.
“Southdale Security informs us that a number of their systems were down yesterday as the result of a system overload that occurred sometime yesterday morning.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Probably about the time Mrs. Cho stuck a capacitor into a camera wire.”
“Probably,” Costa acknowledged. “But we haven’t given up hope. We’ve got people at the Goodwill searching for the mystery woman’s outfit and the lab could still come up with a Hail Mary.”
“In the meantime?” I asked.
“We can hold Mrs. Cho for seventy-two hours without formal charges,” he said. “After that, if there’s nothing new, we let her go.”
“What about the guy I left in the locker at MOA? Did he have anything to contribute?”
“He was somewhat more circumspect than Mr. Evans and elected to lawyer up as soon as we read him his rights. He won’t be helping us out any time soon.”
“Wow!” I said.
If Mrs. Cho was in fact the terrorist – a proposition that remained far from proven – it appeared she had a good chance of getting away with the attack.
“Okay,” I said. “Anything else to share?”
“Our search at Southdale did not find ricin, but I suppose that goes without saying since the missing remainder was accounted for in your bust. Besides that, we shall keep everyone working every possible angle. We at the FBI are nothing if not . . .”
“. . . thorough,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 66
Red Wing, Minnesota.
“So this whole double terror threat scenario is actually over?” Beth said from her seat on the red leather sofa. “Everything tied up in a bow?”
“Everything except Mrs. Cho,” I said, “that is, if she was involved at all. There’s no evidence to condemn her. And unlike many folks these days, I’m reluctant to find her guilty until proven innocent.”
“She did disappear for a suspicious period of time,” Beth said. “And then there was the rental car.”
“True. But she often drove a rental . . . at least, so records indicate. As for her absence . . . her excuse could be as mundane as an extramarital affair. That happens more often than one would like to think.”
“I suppose,” Beth allowed. “After all, as far as the cops can tell, she was shopping at Southdale during the whole event at the Mall of America. She and her husband do seem a likely duo, though. And he was caught white handed, so to speak.”
“Hmm,” I said. “Or else, he was another victim . . .”
“How do you figure?”
“Maybe everyone’s overthinking the terror angle concerning Mr. Cho’s death. Who would the police normally suspect in a husband’s murder?”
“The wife, at least if I can believe the cop shows on TV.”
“Oh. That much is accurate,” I said. “Given a smidgeon of evidence, the law will home in on a spouse and steamroll them into submission. Our legal system actually contains an inherent disincentive to consider multiple suspects for a crime.”
“Go on,” Beth said.
“Think about it,” I said. “If the cops gather evidence that might lead to the notion that more than one person could be guilty of a crime, any defense attorney is gonna make hay with that info at trial. All the defense needs to show is reasonable doubt, after all. If some other suspect wasn’t a reasonable candidate to commit the crime, why did the cops investigate them? Lawyers can be pretty creative interpreting evidence . . . or even inference . . . for a jury.”
“You know,” Beth said, after listening to my “our system isn’t perfect” speech, “that’s a serious downer.”
“Yeah,” I said. “It is. Then again, there doesn’t seem to be a better model available elsewhere. Unfortunately, the result is that innocent people sometimes get ground up in the process. And if the law doesn’t get a conviction, there’s always the court of public opinion. The media loves to see the bad guys – who can be anyone at all, really – caught and condemned, whether they’re convicted or not.”
“Witness the alleged bomber at the Atlanta Olympics,” Beth said, “or more recently, the Mississippi man in the presidential ricin scare.”
“Uh huh. Or the other two Castro brothers in the Cleveland “House of Horrors” case. Even when the cops said there was ‘no evidence implicating them in any way,’ the news reported their release from custody was a result of ‘not enough evidence’ against them. That word ‘enough’ puts a pretty mean spin on the facts.”
“I think I understand now why Bull likes to keep out of the limelight,” Beth said.
I laughed.
“That and many other reasons we needn’t discuss today.”
“Getting back to the MOA ricin attack,” Beth said. “If it wasn’t Mrs. Cho who did it, who else do you suspect?”
“Nobody, really,” I said, after a moment’s consideration.
“So we’re back to Mrs. Cho again.”
“Probably,” I said.
“You know,” Beth said, “it can be frustrating to watch your mind work. Isn’t anything black and white in your world?”
“One wonders,” I said.
Beth shifted on the sofa, tucking both legs under her bottom. One had to admire her flexibility. I know I did.
“So if you were to wax philosophic concerning these two, very different, terrorists,” she said, “what would you say they had in common? Is there a fatal flaw, or some common element, that ties these two criminals together?”
It was a good question . . . one I had asked myself often on previous cases. Was there some trait all terrorists had in common, some shared element that was critical to making a man – or a woman – into a weapon bent on indiscriminate destruction?
For Mrs. Cho, and maybe Mr. Cho as well, devotion to – or perhaps fear of – an egomaniacal dictator was certainly a factor. But not for Kent Evans. He was a regular guy who’d fallen on hard times. In many ways he was no different than Jean Valjean from Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables, a man who stole a loaf of bread to feed his family.
What was the commonality here, the critical element present in the minds of all terrorists? I could only answer in the abstract.
“Irrational commitment to achieving an impossible goal,” I said.
“I think that’s the best way I can express it. All terrorists possess a pathological single-mindedness of purpose, to the exclusion of all conflicting morality, and without regard to social norms or likelihood of success. It is a madness of sorts, a distortion of reality that leads them to actually believe in their actions, to think that somehow, by acting out in a way that others find unimaginably horrific, or utterly detestable, they are demonstrating a commitment that will allow them to achieve goals that would be impossible for others to accomplish.
“Kent Evans convinced himself that his life was over if he couldn’t force a bad economy to favor his business. But changing the economy was impossible, at least for those less committed than he. He needed to do something no one had ever done before. Something sane people would detest and reject. Only then could he succeed.
“And the Chos . . .” I went on. “We’ll never know their motivations for certain. But there are at least two possibilities that stick out. On one hand, they may have feared for their lives – and perhaps the lives of family members as well – if they failed to act as directed. They thought the only way to survive under the oppression of a rogue regime was to please the dictator . . . a course of action which has proven futile time and again throughout history.
“Or the Chos might have actually bought into the regime’s aspiration to win for itself fear and respect from the rest of the world – another impossibility, of course, to justify an impossibly terrible act.”
I realized I’d been staring into emptiness as I spoke. I turned my focus to Beth’s eyes. She has such beautiful eyes, though they looked sad at the moment.
“Does that make any sense at all?” I asked.
“I’m afraid it does, Babe.” She paused. “Which means any one of us could become a terrorist given the right circumstances and psychological triggers.”
“Exactly,” I said. The truth of her words made my heart sink. “Exactly.”
 



CHAPTER 67
Red Wing, Minnesota. Several weeks later.
I was perched on a rock along the Mississippi River next to Bay Point Park, watching my red and white fishing bobber struggle to free itself from an eddy near the shore, when my cell phone rang. The caller ID told me it was Agent Costa. I laid my rod across the limestone riprap, anchoring it with a shoe on the hand grip, and answered the call.
“Hello?” I said.
“FBI Agent Costa here, Beck. It’s been a while. How have you been?”
Costa hadn’t called just to make small talk, especially after his humiliation in the ricin matter.
“Just wetting a line, Agent. What’s up?” I was cordial, but not about to dilly dally. I had fish to catch.
“I’ve got a headline I thought you would want to hear before it hits the newswire.”
“Do they really have a wire?” I said. “Seems like a satellite might work better.”
“Right,” Costa said. “I see you haven’t changed in my absence.”
“I try to be consistent.”
“Here’s your headline – Vengeful Mistress Kills Lover’s Wife.”
“Ha,” I said. “That’s no headline . . . it barely makes page seven.”
“For you, Beck, it’s a headline. The dead wife is Mrs. Sun-Hi Cho, found in her home last evening by a gentleman who identifies himself as a ‘friend.’ She had been stabbed forty-seven times with a ceremonial dagger of some sort. There was blood all over the place.”
“That’s interesting,” I said, confirming what both of us already knew. “What’s the story behind the story?”
“It seems that Mr. Cho had a rather steady ‘thing’ going on with the receptionist at his business . . .” He paused, apparently checking for data. “. . . one Young-Soo Park – a second cousin to Mrs. Cho. We have her in custody and she is being quite chatty.”
“What does she have to say?” I asked, wondering why everything – even conversation – took so long with the FBI.
“She blames Mrs. Cho for Mr. Cho’s – Ms. Park’s lover’s – death. Claims she poisoned the man for his life insurance money. She might be right, too. Mrs. Cho received a payout in the seven figure range on her husband’s death.”
“Huh,” I said, remembering my conversation with Beth. “It actually was the wife.”
“So it would appear,” Costa replied. “In any case, justice triumphs again.”
I didn’t think one woman stabbing another to death should be anyone’s vision of justice.
“Too bad we couldn’t have caught Mrs. Cho in the act of planting the ricin,” I said. “She’d probably still be alive today.”
“. . . and in a cell on death row,” Costa said.
He had a point.
My bobber dove and stayed down.
“Anything else?” I asked, holding the phone between cheek and shoulder as I picked up the twitching rod.
“No,” he said. “That’s about it.”
“Okay,” I said. “Listen . . . I’ve got a fish on the line and I don’t want him to get away.”
“I’ve got a feeling you’re going to catch that fish,” Costa said.
“How’s that?” I said, wishing I’d put the phone on speaker.
“You’ve got a talent for settin’ the hook and reelin’ ‘em in.” Costa said.
I pocketed the phone and gave the pole a firm tug. Maybe I did have a talent after all.
“Fish on,” I said, to no one in particular.
 



EPILOGUE
Minneapolis, Minnesota.
This was a special day for me. It had been a little over three months since circumstances had introduced me to my new friend and Army Veteran, Blastus “call me Benny” Volnscheid. He and I had kept in touch on a more or less weekly basis since the time his surveillance expertise had helped us catch the agro-terrorist we’d come to refer to fondly as “The Cow Shooter.” But today, I was going to meet him at the Minneapolis Veterans Hospital and Medical Center, where he had said there would be a surprise in store for me.
I had been to the VA – as the locals called it – on a number of occasions, mainly as a volunteer spending time with hospital-bound veterans, just to chat and help break up the boredom of the long institutional days. Many of them, especially the Korean War vets who were getting along in years, didn’t have family close enough to visit very often. A friendly face and a patient ear can go a long way toward brightening the outlook of a veteran whose typical daily highlight might be a wheelchair ride to the solarium.
On my recommendation, and after some encouragement from Bull, Benny had sought treatment for his PTSD and alcohol problems at this facility. Although I had spoken with him regularly on the phone, and he was sounding a lot better, I hadn’t actually laid eyes on him since a couple weeks after the FMD attack. Benny’s treatment program at the VA hadn’t required him to relocate from his house near Red Wing, so I wondered why we were meeting at the VA and not someplace closer to home. I presumed I would have my answer shortly.
I steered the Honda off Minnehaha Avenue and into the VA visitors’ parking lot, selecting a vacant spot at the corner farthest from the entry. Visits to this place made me grateful for my health. Someone less fortunate could have the parking spaces closer to the doors.
When I told the receptionist I was there to meet Benny Volnscheid, she recognized the name immediately.
“You mean Blastus,” she said with a smile. “He’s in the PT area right now. Just follow the signs.” She pointed me in the right direction. “And keep your ears peeled.”
I had no idea what that meant, but took her advice concerning the signs.
As I approached the doorway labeled “Physical Therapy,” I could hear the sounds of an acoustic guitar strumming and a ragged chorus of male voices belting out the chorus to Old Stewball Was a Race Horse emanating from within. I opened the door and stepped inside.
On the far side of the room, adjacent to a wall of cloudy windows, a guitarist sat astride a black vinyl exercise bench, one hand banging the guitar strings, and singing for all he was worth – the obvious leader of this tone deaf glee club. A group of maybe twenty young men, mostly amputees, sat gathered around him and were obviously responsible for a majority of the racket.
My eyes left the musician momentarily then darted back for a second look. He was almost unrecognizable owing to the short haircut, the clean shaven face, and the bright plaid flannel shirt. But I had no doubt, the guitarist was my formerly reeking and dissolute buddy, Benny Volnscheid.
When Benny noticed my presence, he lifted his chin in acknowledgment, but didn’t interrupt the song. I leaned on the wall and listened, a smile glued to my face.
. . .
Oh the fairgrounds were crowded, and Stewball was there
But the betting was heavy on the bay and the mare.
And a-way up yonder, ahead of them all,
Came a-prancin' and a-dancin' my noble Stewball.
I bet on the grey mare, I bet on the bay.
If I'd have bet on ol' Stewball, I'd be a free man today.
Oh the hoot owl, she hollers, and the turtle dove moans.
I'm a poor boy in trouble, and I'm a long way from home.
Ol’ Stewball was a racehorse, and I wish he were mine.
He never drank water, he always drank wine.
When the song was over, the singers erupted in cheers and applause for ol’ Blastus, a free man today.
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Prologue
Antoni knew he had failed. This knowledge burned bitterly through his mind, but he refused to admit defeat. The child had no one else, and Antoni wouldn’t turn his back on her. Blood oozed down his left arm, leaving a grisly trail behind him as he shuffled slowly down the tunnel carved out beneath the mountain.
The flow had slowed now, but Antoni knew his loss of blood had rendered him nearly useless. The Four had proven invulnerable, while he had only his mortality to challenge them with.
He had cast aside his armor along with his equally ineffective weapons, after barely escaping from the battle into this tunnel. The only thing he retained was the package wrapped and hidden securely within his clothing.
Blurred images flowed before him; he tried to refocus, but found it no use. Despair coursed through Antoni for the hundredth time, and he paused against the wall, hoping to regain some strength. Never before had the knight failed. Throughout his many battles during the Crusades, at times facing impossible odds, he always managed to prevail. This time was different.
He was dead; his body simply hadn’t realized it.
His enemies were too powerful and his strengths too few. Silently Antoni cursed his weakness. Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself away from the wall, swaying on his feet before shuffling further into the darkness. The pounding within his head increased steadily and again his vision blurred.
Antoni heard a soft giggling from behind him, but turning, found the tunnel empty. The Four were still out there somewhere; playing with him, like cats toying with an almost-dead mouse, letting it believe it might escape before pouncing once again.
But Antoni wasn’t trying to escape. All that kept him going was the singular hope that the package he concealed would truly do everything its seller had promised. If his claims proved legitimate, there remained the slightest chance he could thwart the evil still to come. He couldn’t win, but if he could stop his enemies, at least life could go on.
It would end for him though, of that he had no doubt.
The tunnel seemed to loom for an eternity before his foggy vision, the flickering torchlight dimly illuminating the way. Agonizingly he shuffled onwards, ignoring the whispering and giggles echoing from the shadows around him.
Suddenly, Antoni found himself face down on the rough stone floor of the tunnel. Realizing he had collapsed, he managed to painfully lever himself up to his knees and look ahead. At the top of a small rise, the entrance to a much larger cavern materialized and his hopes flared slightly.
Stumbling up the small hillock almost proved too much for the former knight, and again he had to pause and rest amid the snickering shadows. Before him opened a massive chamber carved from the stone of the mountain. Burning torches surrounded the walls and sconces blazed throughout the room, illuminating the chamber…and the purest of horrors.
A massive mound of bodies rose in the middle of the room, suffering various stages of decay. A small stone table had been erected, and sprawled across this altar of death lay the object of his search.
The child.
Tears threatened to choke the battle-hardened warrior upon seeing hope flicker in the girl’s eyes. Noticing his sorrow and weakened condition, her expression softened, as though understanding and resigned to her fate
Without warning, something gripped Antoni from behind with such force that he wailed in renewed agony, his wound flaring and fresh blood flowing. The putrescence of rotting flesh permeated the air around him and a sibilant hiss rose in his ear.
“You have caused us much inconvenience, Crusader. And now you shall witness the fruits of your failure, while you watch your precious savior die.” Antoni was yanked forward mercilessly toward the altar and thrown headfirst amid the bodies.
“Do you like our decorations, Crusader?” taunted the voice. “Not really necessary for what we hope to achieve, but our followers bore no further purpose, so they now serve as ornaments for our pleasure. Such should be the fate of all meat sacks like yourself.”
Antoni raised his eyes hesitantly toward the child. She gazed down at him, a glorious reflection of his love. He gritted his teeth in determination.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered softly. Only she heard it. The child merely nodded, and smiled so sweetly the crusader thought his heart would burst into flames.
Slowly, Antoni pushed his battered body to his knees amid the laughter of his captors – for they had all emerged, now that their victory seemed imminent.
“What brave words will you say before you die, Crusader?” Their leader almost spat the word. “What threats will you now convey?”
“No threats,” said Antoni softly, groaning, but finally managing to stand. He would not die on his knees before such as these. “Merely a present.”
He produced the package from within his clothing. Antoni had purchased it from a Chinese merchant who had told him of the mysterious black powder’s capacity to level mountains. How appropriate, he thought mirthlessly, offering the parcel.
“A present for us? How thoughtful. Pray tell what it is you have bought for your hosts.”
“It is death!” roared Antoni, hurling the package into the nearest brazier.
The Crusader never saw the blast that followed, never heard the howls of outrage from his enemies, suddenly realizing their plans had been thwarted. He never saw the cavern caving in around him and never felt his body being crushed and broken beneath tons and tons of stone.
All that Antoni saw was the girl-child, and all he felt was her love.
And that was all he would ever need.
 



Chapter One
  The Dark Man
“Please don’t kill my wife,” pleaded Rico San Diablo. “I’ll pay double what Bucelli is paying... triple, just don’t hurt my wife.”
The cries fell on deaf ears, the Dark Man calmly continuing his work. He had finished torturing San Diablo, and gained the information he’d been paid to collect. That this greasy little drug-dealer cared about his wife meant nothing to the assassin. San Diablo might as well have screamed at the stars for all the good it would do him.
All that mattered to the Dark Man was finishing the job, and that would soon be done.
He’d been impressed with the smaller man’s stamina. The Dark Man had tortured him steadily for almost two hours before he had finally cracked. He’d had to revive Rico three times during the interrogation. Most men could stand losing a couple of their digits or appendages before breaking, but Rico hadn’t cracked until the Dark Man had approached his unconscious wife with the blowtorch. Without a word the assassin had insinuated similar treatment for her if the man remained silent.
He hadn’t.
Now the job neared completion... almost, but not quite.
He picked up the large black bag from the floor. Reaching inside, he removed two items. One, a bottle of powerful smelling salts.
The other, a hacksaw.
Rico’s screams echoed through the hallways of his mansion, but the only ears besides those in this room, belonged to the bodyguards lying dead in the courtyard. His screams were not of pain, but anguish at the sight of the Dark Man first waking his wife, and then slowly setting to work on her.
Finishing, the assassin approached Rico, and lazily tossed his wife’s head into the dealer’s already stained lap. He settled himself, waiting for the end of the screams and sobs, anticipating the beginning of the threats. He had learned long ago that it was best to endure them, otherwise the victim’s mind filled with thoughts of vengeance and they couldn’t focus on what you had to tell them.
After an eternity of screaming and cursing, both in Spanish and English, Rico finally settled into a quiet sobbing. Finally, the breaking point the Dark Man had been waiting for: the victim realized what they had lost – and could be easily reminded of what they still had, and how simply it could be taken away.
“You will not enter Bucelli turf anymore, Rico.” The words were flat, emotionless, and more terrifying as a result.
“WHAT? You mean this is all because some of my guys strayed too far south?”
The Dark Man nodded.
“Why’d you need to know about my damn import schedules?”
“Just making conversation, I guess.” A note of boredom crept into the Dark Man’s voice. “Plus, knowing your schedules gives my employer prior knowledge of your every business movement, thus enabling him to beat you every time.”
“You’re talking like I’m gonna live through this. Just shut up and put a bullet in me you fucking lackey! Do it and you’ll see the biggest damn gang war this town has ever witnessed. You’re dead! The whole Bucelli clan is dead, you asshole! You just wait and see!” Rico screamed, spraying spit and blood from his mouth.
“First of all,” the Dark Man began, acid dripping from every syllable, “I’m nobody’s lackey. The man paid me for a job. One job. My life is my own, what there is of it. Secondly, there isn’t going to be any war.”
“Oh yeah, tough guy? How come? What makes you so invulnerable after you walk into my house, and kill my beautiful Bella?”
“Because I know of your son.” A malicious smile crept across the Dark Man’s lips.
San Diablo stared incredulously at the man above him. There could be no way anyone knew of Leo. The boy didn’t even know who his father was. He lived with his mother in Los Angeles – a woman no longer connected with Rico in any way. That this man knew of his existence seemed inconceivable.
“I take it by your silence that you know who I’m talking about. If any of your people even look in the direction of Bucelli territory, I will be sent for your son,” the Dark Man concluded, moving away. “And there is nowhere you can hide him from me.”
His business complete, the Dark Man packed his tools into the black bag and moved toward the rear door.
“You mean you’re really not going to kill me?”
The Dark Man paused and turned.
“I think this may be worse than a clean death, don’t you?” he responded, motioning toward the head in Rico’s lap, its lifeless eyes staring up at the dealer. “Every day you’ll remember this anguish. Every day is another day when I might return, a day that your son might also receive a visit from Vain.”
With these last words, the Dark Man moved back toward Rico. The dealer’s face blanched with fear. The man before him was none other than Vain. A killer above all others. His name whispered quietly in even the darkest corners, lest he appear at its mere mention, like some folklore demon.
Here stood the man who had destroyed the Romolov syndicate piece by piece eight years ago; inflicting unimaginable tortures, before finally ending their lives in the most painful ways imaginable.
Vain grinned icily. “I take it that you agree to my proposal.”
Rico experienced a new misery as his bladder released and streamed urine from his mutilated genitalia. Yet all he could manage was a weak whimper. Vain watched the trickling pool and chuckled.
The assassin twisted away from the man, abandoning him, tied to a chair, and sobbing over what remained of his wife.
* * * *
Guido Bucelli giggled like a schoolboy watching the events from the previous night broadcast on the evening news. Rico San Diablo carried from his house on a stretcher. Oh the joy of it all! His greatest rival destroyed, the entire city’s illegal drug and gun racket would belong to him. Guido giggled again, yet another body bag being carried from the ex-drug baron’s home.
He still couldn’t believe the turn of events. A month before, Guido had been in serious trouble. San Diablo had been running the north side of town for a few years and, being the two main importers in the city, they’d held an uneasy truce up until about a year ago.
Disaster had struck.
Two of Bucelli’s biggest shipments were seized when they’d entered port. The customs officials had obviously been tipped off. The question at the time was by whom? Guido later discovered his own nephew had ratted to the cops. Marco had held a lot of resentment toward his uncle since Guido’s public admonishment over the bungling of his first solo deal.
The arrangement had been simple: two hundred handguns to the Blood, in exchange for two kilos of pure heroin. The entire deal had gone sour due to Marco’s inability to control his emotions. One of the gang members had mentioned something about the guns being greasy. Marco had taken it as a racial slur. The resulting bloodbath had taken months to calm, before the Blood would even think about dealing with Bucelli again. Guido had publicly berated his nephew over the incident, and the boy had seethed at what he termed his ‘unfair’ punishment.
His final treatment at the hands of Dante had probably seemed unfair too. The mutilated hunks of flesh that remained of his nephew attested to the harshness of Guido’s justice.
After Bucelli’s shipments were seized, Rico San Diablo had taken the opportunity to flood the streets with his product, even being so bold as to start selling on Bucelli turf. Just a street or two, but Guido knew it’d only be the beginning if he didn’t put a stop to it fast.
A war was out of the question. Neither group could afford the attention at the moment. With the FBI already breathing heavily down their necks, using one of his own men to try to kill Rico was too dangerous. If the attempt failed, a war would be unavoidable. And Guido knew none of his men could succeed.
Thus the need had arisen for the skills of an outsider. Someone with supreme talent and little or no conscience. The Dark Man had leaped to the forefront of Guido’s mind. Better known as Vain, the assassin’s previous work had largely been discounted as street folklore; horror stories to keep drug dealers like Guido awake at night.
But how to find him? Even if the man did exist, nobody seemed to know how to contact him. Most assassins these days worked through extremely secretive lines on the internet, collecting contracts and payments via the tap of a button.
Not Vain.
One of Bucelli’s associates had described his own attempt to contact Vain for a contract. He had tried every known avenue to connect with the killer for over a month. From street contacts to internet ‘hit’ sites – everything short of running an ad in the local newspaper – all to no avail. Guido had laughed at the man when told of the trouble he’d gone through, all for a simple contract on a local police sergeant making life difficult for his street dealers.
Thus it had been a huge surprise when the Dark Man had paid Guido a visit in his own home, passing undetected through his guards, sitting on the man’s bed, and waking him with the point of a knife pressed against his throat. At first, Guido had not been afraid. His immediate thoughts were of the 92FS Berretta sitting in his bedside drawer, and how this man’s brains would look beside the tapestry on the wall.
“I wouldn’t even think about moving if I were you.” The words held a steel iciness that sent a spike of fear through even Guido Bucelli’s thick skin.
“If you’ve been sent by San Diablo to kill me, you had better get on with it,” said Guido, painfully aware of the heightened pitch in his voice.
“If I were sent to kill you, you’d be dead.”
The words chilled Bucelli. The man sitting on his bed was dressed completely in black, an angular face beneath a shock of dark hair. Guido had thought absently that the stranger was even handsome – everything except the eyes. The eyes were what convinced Guido his life dangled by a thread; that his next words could possibly see it ended swiftly. This man’s eyes were dark; there seemed no distinction between the irises and pupils, almost like his entire eye was made for peering through the night.
They were the eyes of a predator.
Unable to stand the tension any longer, Guido finally swallowed his fear enough to produce sound. “What do you want?”
“It is not what I want that draws me here little man, but what you want. I believe there is a thorn in your side that needs extracting.”
“Are you Vain?” whispered Guido, expecting the man to laugh in his face at the absurdity of the suggestion.
The man had not laughed, he had simply nodded. And Guido had simply pissed his pants.
* * * *
Guido’s thoughts were interrupted abruptly and he found himself once again at the end of a weapon. A silenced Glock-20, its ten millimeter round staring down the modified barrel, pointed straight at his eye. Once again the Dark Man had managed to evade Bucelli’s guards, and make his way unnoticed into the heart of the drug lord’s compound.
“You owe me money, little man.” Vain pronounced the statement calmly, almost conversationally, as though collecting rent from a troublesome tenant, and not payment for one of the biggest hits in recent history.
Guido felt his heart begin to race. Trying to take control of the situation, he said, “There’s no need for the gun. We made a deal, and I’m obliged to uphold my end of it.”
The Dark Man simply stared emotionlessly at the drug dealer, the gun unwavering.
“Alright then; four million in cash if I remember correctly. It’s right in my safe over here, let me just get it.” Guido shuffled uneasily from the gun’s sight, making his way to the wall safe hidden behind a Picasso.
Guido collected the money – money he had placed into two large briefcases after the assassin’s previous visit – and turned back to the Dark Man. To the dealer’s shock, Vain no longer stood beside the wall where he had last seen him, but right behind him, the Glock still in his hand.
The man moved quieter than a cat!
“D-do you wish to count it?” stammered Guido, now unable to keep the fear from his voice.
“I don’t think you’d try to cheat me, do you?” purred Vain softly. “If you did, I’d have to come back to rectify the situation... and I don’t think you’d like that.”
The look in the Dark Man’s eyes spoke of pain and death and, unable to speak, Guido rapidly shook his head. Gods! The man instilled more fear with a single look than others managed with threats or violence.
Vain turned to leave, and Guido called out to his back, “How do I contact you for more work? I’ll make it worth your while if you can deal with my other problems the way you handled San Diablo.”
Without turning, the Dark Man growled over his shoulder, “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll be seeing me again one day.” He slipped out the doorway into the corridor.
Bucelli followed him into the hallway to ask what he meant, but the assassin had disappeared like a wraith.
 



Chapter Two
  Unwanted Memories
The room was vacant apart from a mattress in the corner, and a small table with a single chair beside it. An old refrigerator stood guard over an empty kitchen. Paint peeled from the walls in several places, and the windows were covered by a thick grime on the outside, casting the room in the perpetual gloom of twilight. Spiders clung to the corners of the ceiling amid complexly designed webs that had apparently never been disturbed.
They’ll bring good luck, she had said. Vain shook away the unbidden thought. Such strange semi-memories had become more and more frequent of late, though he couldn’t imagine why.
To the casual eye, the apartment looked and smelled like it had been abandoned for several years. Certainly nobody in his or her right mind would choose to reside in such squalor.
But one person did, and the appearance of the dwelling mirrored the bleakness that dwelled within the Dark Man’s heart.
He’d cautiously made his way through the front entrance, wary as a cat. Even in his own home Vain couldn’t forget who and what he was; in fact the apartment reminded him of it every day. Dumping the black bag on the floor, he moved silently to the opposite wall, instantly finding the hidden switch that slid a section of the grim paneling away. Behind it lay his tools of pain and death.
Many problems had been dispatched using the instruments now racked on this wall: Guns with silencers, blades from around the world, all crafted for different purposes – just like any other tradesman’s tools. Hacking weapons, like his double bladed axe, joined the finest surgical scalpels, each sharp enough to delicately slice a man’s skin as though it were butter. Various other items awaited their use on an assortment of jobs, including the blowtorch and hacksaw he’d just put away. These featured among his most useful tools, providing the best results when it came to extracting information from an unwilling participant.
Vain replaced the rest of the gear from the black bag before locking the panel back into place. He moved away from the armory and over to the mattress in the corner – slipping the two silenced Glocks from his belt and hiding them beneath the mattress before lying down for what he hoped would be a dreamless night’s sleep.
He knew it wouldn’t happen. The dreams were the only things in this world he couldn’t kill.
* * * *
Vain wrenched himself awake and choked back a sob. His entire body drenched with sweat, he felt frail as a two-day-old kitten. Steeling himself, he tried to remember what the dream had entailed, but felt it slipping from his grasp just when he reached for it.
Damn the dreams, he thought to himself, they belong to the living, and you left that realm a long time ago.
All that Vain had now were the dead – and the soon to be dead. He peered through the filth-smeared window and saw it was completely dark outside – time to go to work. Climbing from the mattress, he collected his guns and replaced them in the waistband of the black pants he still wore from the night before. He also collected two razor-sharp knives, placing them into hidden sheaths in his black boots, and two sets of studded knuckle-dusters which he dropped into his pants pockets, one in the left and one in the right.
Moving out onto the streets of New York, Vain instantly blended with the late night crowds. Not drawing attention to himself, he purposefully made his way to the neighborhood where the lowest of degenerates congregated at a criminal cesspool called Mason’s Lair.
Once the booming nightspot of the city, Mason’s Lair had boasted three floors of DJs, live music, and girls gyrating in cages, setting businessmen’s hearts afire every night.
Times had changed. Now the music was loud and ugly, and the women weren’t much better. The clientele were no longer Wall Street businessmen; these days there were more addicts and dealers than cockroaches – and there were a lot of cockroaches.
Even amid the scum of Mason’s Lair, the Dark Man stood out like a lion among sheep. Nobody knew who he was, but they all moved aside when his dark figure approached, none looking him directly in the eye, lest they draw his attention. The man carried an aura that reeked of death, and despite the squalor of their lives, those in the bar felt no desire to meet that death just yet.
Vain gazed through the crowd. He knew the little drunk hid in Mason’s somewhere and he needed the information he could provide. He also knew the man wouldn’t want to be found and that would be why he loitered in such a public place. He would expect Vain to avoid Mason’s because of the amount of people gathered here; he knew the Dark Man’s abhorrence of crowds.
What he did not know was that the Dark Man would go to any lengths to get what he needed, and right now he needed to find the man known on the street as Squirrel.
Vain found Squirrel in a darkened corner booth nuzzling up to a toothless prostitute who looked like she’d recently devoured an entire buffalo. Either he nuzzled up to her or she was simply so enormously fat that he had to squash his face into her ample bosom to avoid being dumped onto the floor. Vain approached them, smoothly gliding through the crowd. Squirrel looked up and very nearly swallowed his tongue at the shock of seeing the assassin standing before him.
“Leave us,” commanded the Dark Man without even looking at the hooker.
“Why should I, cutie? The three of us could have a great party together.”
“If you don’t leave now, you fat slut,” whispered Vain venomously, “I’ll cut off those lumps of lard you call tits and feed them to you raw.”
Her look of enticement turned swiftly to one of terror, glimpsing the fury within the Dark Man’s eyes. She almost tore the diminutive figure of Squirrel apart in her haste to escape. Vain calmly took the seat she had so agreeably vacated and sat in silence, pinning the fretting young drunkard with a withering glare.
“Well, um, ah, sir. What brings you to this part of the neighborhood?” Squirrel asked nervously.
“You do,” said Vain simply. This increased the sweat popping from the rapidly sobering Squirrel’s temple.
“Ah, me, um, ah. What can I do for you today?” Squirrel was clearly uncomfortable in the Dark Man’s presence, but the scrawny little man would never find the balls to refuse him, Vain thought contemptuously. Something about Vain made normally brave men think of mortality. Men who weren’t so brave, like Squirrel, turned to water at the mere sight of him.
“Why are you trying to hide from me, little man?”
“Hide? Me? From you? No, um, no sir. I’m simply laying low after your most recent exploits – I mean your last job,” he corrected hastily.
“You call this laying low? And why would you need to lay low after a job of mine?” inquired Vain quietly, casually scanning the room for anyone who might be watching them. No eyes met his.
“Well, sir, some people might think I knew something and come after me for information,” said Squirrel.
“You know nothing of my actions, or me, so don’t try to bullshit me with those stories. Save them for your drunken friends. Why did you try to hide from me? Or should we dispose of the Squirrel’s nuts?” Vain pressed a short bladed knife against the squirming man’s testicles, pricking the skin through the cloth of his pants.
“No! God no!” squealed the little man. “Dante has been contracted for you! He’s been paid to collect your head, and has sworn to kill anyone associated with you. That’s why I’m hiding. I swear it,” he finished huskily.
Vain drew back the knife and considered Squirrel’s words. Dante’s exploits were well known as both effective and painful, almost as notorious as his own. Unlike the Dark Man, however, he reveled in his kills and enjoyed the notoriety his position entailed. Everyone from the lowest drug dealer to the Mayor of New York knew who he was, but no one had ever been able to touch him. The man had an almost sixth sense for traps and danger of any kind. Thus, even though elite task forces and assassins had been deployed to entrap him, he always escaped, leaving a trail of bodies in his wake.
“Dante is hunting me?” Squirrel nervously nodded and the Dark Man chuckled hollowly. “How unfortunate for him. Has he come to see you yet?”
Again Squirrel nodded, “But I told him nothing, I swear.”
“Of course not. Like I said, you know nothing about me. However, you must have given him something for you to have enough money to entertain Big Bertha there. What did you tell him?” asked Vain.
“Nothing, I promise you, sir,” Squirrel began, but at a dark look from Vain he flushed. “I might have said you were looking into the Marcello contract, but that’s all, I swear on my pecker.”
“You must know more than even I give you credit for Squirrel. Only a select few have even heard of the Marcello contract, let alone know who’s been contacted for it.” Vain offered no hint of emotion. “However, for your own sake, I’d try to keep that sort of thing to yourself from now on. Don’t you think?” He punctuated the last comment with a sharp jab from the knife still in his hand. Not enough to wound the man, just enough to make his point. Squirrel swallowed heavily.
Without another word, Vain rose from the booth and started toward the exit.
“Wait, sir, one more thing before you go.”
Not turning, the Dark Man grunted, “What is it?”
“It’s said that Dante is staying at the Royal Hotel. Possibly on the sixth or seventh floor, in case you were wondering.”
“I might just pay him a visit,” whispered Vain maliciously, striding out into the night.
 



Chapter Three
  Only Second Best
Dante lay awake in the deluxe seventh floor suite of the Royal Hotel, his mind churning with plans and possibilities. After he killed Vain, he would be the number one assassin in the city – if not the country. His prices would climb to almost unimaginable heights and he could afford the lifestyle he’d always dreamed of.
Drugs, partying and pain.
Especially pain.
Wallace had changed his name to Dante after his first paid kill. The victim had owned a print of “Dante’s Inferno” which ended up splattered with the man’s own blood. The name seemed somehow appropriate considering the Hell that encapsulated his life – the endless tedium of living among those who were no more useful than rotten fruit. They disgusted him, every one of them, and he wished he could destroy them all.
Everything would change once he had killed Vain.
Surely somebody in this God-forsaken town knew where his nemesis hid. Squirrel had proven a disappointment, and Dante had thought of killing him slowly to make up for his lack of information. His only saving grace had been the small morsel about the Marcello contract – that and the fact that Dante might need Squirrel for information in the future.
Even though he found the little drunkard repulsive, nobody knew more about the happenings of the underworld than him. Dante would use that information until the last of it dried up, and then he would kill him. Painfully. He could almost hear the screams now and hungered in anticipation.
A soft knocking at the door rudely interrupted his thoughts.
“Who’s there?” he asked roughly, drawing a wickedly curved blade from its sheath at his hip.
“Room service, sir. We have your order of lobster ready.”
Dante had forgotten about the lobster. He’d called almost half an hour ago and felt his appetite returning. Peering through the spy hole, a pimple-faced young man stood expectantly with the tray of freshly cooked lobster.
“Leave the tray and go,” called Dante through the door while still watching for any sign of a trap.
He heard the clatter of the tray being placed on the floor and waited several minutes before eventually opening the door a crack and glancing down the empty corridor. He’d insisted on staying in the very end room for this precise reason, although at the time he hadn’t expected to leave before finishing the job.
Dante sheathed his blade and collected the serving platter before letting the door swing closed. Reaching out to place the platter on the bedside table he felt a cool breeze on the back of his neck.
“Time to die,” murmured a cold voice.
Dante whipped toward the sound, drawing his blade and preparing to throw.
A brief flash from the corner of his sight, and everything faded.
* * * *
Vain gazed at Dante’s corpse. Half of its face had disappeared – sheared away when the bullet exited through the cheek.
The assassin felt nothing. He had anticipated anger or perhaps some perverse sense of accomplishment having destroyed his hunter, but emptiness consumed him. This had long ceased to surprise him. Ever since his first kill it had always been the same. With emotions came memories, and the Dark Man knew that memories would bring him pain. It was better this way.
He wondered at the simplicity of it all. For such a notoriously skilled assassin, Dante had made two fatal errors. Although he had chosen a room on the topmost floor, he’d failed to notice the easy accessibility by way of scaling the outside wall and pushing through an unlocked window. A single shot through the head had finished him.
If only all my jobs were so simple.
Dante had been overconfident. He hadn’t believed Vain would come for him directly. Ultimately that had been his downfall.
That and his weakness for crayfish.
Vain moved away from the still-twitching remains, exiting via the same route he’d entered. The body would remain undiscovered until the morning, but he still paused regularly, ensuring no one followed him. Eventually this paranoia paid off when he observed a dark shadow slipping into an alleyway behind him.
Proceeding as though he hadn’t noticed anything, Vain quickly ducked into the next alley and waited. Within moments, he recognized the silhouette in the passing crowd. Vain pounced, roughly dragging the figure into the shadows, out of sight from the evening’s revelers.
Reaching into his pocket, Vain looped his fingers into the spiked knuckle-dusters, hauling his victim further from sight. Even approaching midnight, the street remained busy. It would only take one curious idiot to ruin the entire thing, and tonight he wasn’t in the mood for killing tourists. Vain threw his captive against the brick wall, pinning a forearm across his throat.
Watching the writhing figure, surprise jolted Vain, finding not a man in his grasp, but rather a short, blond girl, no more than fifteen years old. She leaped and bounced helplessly against his hold, striving to free herself, all to no avail.
“Who are you? Why are you following me?” Vain hissed. The still struggling girl stared malevolently through her mop of blonde hair. Vain returned the dusters to his pocket, and cuffed the girl on the side of the head with his open hand.
“Who are you? Tell me now or I’ll cut out your ovaries and string them around you like a necklace.”
The girl’s eyes flashed with fear, but still she said nothing. Although impressed by her fortitude, Vain knew she had seen too much; she could identify him, and he drew the knife from his right boot. She was probably nothing more than a homeless kid looking to pick his pocket. A quick and merciful death. Leave her presence here a mystery.
Vain adjusted his grip, and laid the blade against the young girl’s throat, preparing for the killing thrust. The girl ceased her struggles, and stared up into his eyes with a fear so intense he could almost taste it. He’d seen the look a thousand times before, but this time it seemed to trigger a memory buried deep within him. Another girl from another time, that same look on her face, but calling him for help. The recollection stung something deep within Vain, and he paused before looking at the girl a second time. For just a second the faces of the two girls blended together in his mind’s eye, becoming one and the same.
Vain released the girl, and turned away.
“If I see you again, you will die.” The memory that burned in his mind gradually faded.
The girl stood her ground for a moment.
“GO!!!” roared Vain, and whirled back around at her. The waif quickly turned and sprinted down the alley and back out into the street.
Vain stood shuddering in the darkness. The force of his emotions shook him to his very foundations. A man accustomed to feeling nothing, the memories erupting from within him hit twice as hard, and eventually he had to sit on the alley’s cold cement to contain himself. Something was very, very wrong with the Dark Man and he fought to maintain his hold on what he perceived as reality.
Voices shot like arrows through Vain’s memory. A woman, calling out to him to save her. The child crying in pain. And through it all, blood—crimson and hot.
The assassin crumpled into oblivion.
 



Chapter Four
  Chapel
The Dark Man awoke to an unpleasantly bright world.
Attempting to sit up, he found his wrists and ankles bound to the posts of an old hospital bed. Glancing around, he discovered he was no longer in the alley, but in a white room bare of anything besides the bed he lay on. Checking himself, Vain realized his clothes, boots and the weapons they had concealed were missing. Instead, he found himself dressed in what appeared to be blue flannel pajamas.
Pajamas? What the hell?
Vain brushed aside the issue and focused on escaping. Straps bound him, made of leather and securely fastened with chrome buckles. Boasting minimal padding, Vain dismissed his chances of breaking loose without some sort of tool. The room itself had only one entry point, secured with a heavy steel door.
There were no windows, and the walls looked to be made of solid concrete. In the corner of the ceiling, he spied a surveillance camera within a small cage, trained on the bed. Whoever had captured him had known what they were doing.
If his captors were enemies intent on torturing and killing him, why did they dress him in pajamas and place him on a bed? In Vain’s experience, dead men weren’t afforded such luxury. Even the straps binding him, although secure, were not painful or even uncomfortable.
The barred entry of the room opened and a large, dangerous-looking man entered, moving slowly across the room to stand beside the bed. Glaring up at his captor, Vain realized just how enormous the man actually was. Standing an inch or two below seven feet, he occupied easily twice the width of any ordinary man. His hands were like shovels and his face appeared to have been demolished with a bulldozer. Everything about the giant screamed of violence.
“Welcome, sir,” rumbled a surprisingly gentle voice, “Do you require anything? Some refreshments perhaps?”
Vain sought to retain his composure. Just what I need, the Jolly Queer Giant. Maybe I’m in Hell.
“Where am I?” Vain asked coldly.
“All your questions will be answered soon, sir. In the meantime, can I get you something?” Still the same gentle tone, as though correcting a misbehaving child and not a cold-blooded assassin.
“Water.” The giant bowed and moved from the room, returning a short time later carrying a plastic bottle of chilled water with a straw attached. Vain cursed inwardly. He’d hoped for a glass that he might break, using the shards to cut his bonds, but it seemed his captors had done this sort of thing before.
Taking a long sip from the straw, Vain allowed the cool water to trickle down his parched throat. Once he had finished, the giant again bowed, moving from the room without another word. The entire situation felt very confusing. The point of capturing and imprisoning a man like him would either be to obtain information or to kill him. This set-up contradicted the assassin’s instincts; he couldn’t fathom why his captors were treating him so well. Upon his release however, not one of them would die easily for this insult, and for the next few hours, Vain formulated a plan that he would bring into effect the moment his hands were loose.
Death would reign in this white prison before the Dark Man left its walls, of that they could be certain.
* * * *
Priest stood and shook his head softly. His meditation had been disturbed by the Dark Man’s thoughts, seeping through the walls of Chapel and corrupting its harmony. Most people thought the Dark Man existed devoid of emotion, but Priest knew almost exactly the opposite was true. The pain within the man had sucked his emotions down to a place where no light could touch them, where they barely clung to life. No man could live in a vacuum however, and the Dark Man’s rage had filled the spaces the pain left empty; the man who remained now existed cold and without fear.
This controlled fury made the Dark Man an elite killer. His other emotions dwarfed by rage, he did not feel fear in the same way most men did. Nor did he face the distractions a working conscience could bring. His rage sucked everything else away, including his memories. Vain thrived on his craving for the next kill. Nothing else mattered. This subconscious drive came from a time in his life when he had been unable to kill, unable even to defend himself, and he was determined to never let that happen again.
Trying to contain his own fears, Priest looked up into the eyes of the giant named Tobias. Seven years ago this enormous man had come to Priest, still covered with dried blood, and begging for his help. Tobias had killed his wife and her lover with his bare hands, catching them together one afternoon when he had come home early.
His wife had laughed mockingly at the giant, telling him that hundreds of other men had occupied the bed they once shared. The memory of her face still haunted him.
Tobias had gone insane with rage. After bludgeoning the lovers to death, he continued through his neighbor, his landlady, and her cat. He disappeared for several days before finally heeding the call of Priest, and coming to Chapel for the help he so desperately needed.
The police went to Chapel several times looking for the man once known as Henry Thomas, but such were Priest’s skills that they never found him, even though they almost tore the boards from the floor in their search.
Tobias, now one of Priest’s most devoted followers, currently stood before him with a look not dissimilar to fear upon his face.
“What is it, Tobias? What troubles you?” Priest had never known the giant man to show such disturbed emotions.
“This man sir, he has such a dark presence about him. I fear you will not be able to convert him to our cause.”
Priest sighed. He knew bringing Vain here had been a risk. The assassin was quite possibly the most evil creature he had ever seen, and his presence had already made itself felt.
Buildings kept memories, Priest knew this. Most people thought buildings were simply made of bricks and mortar and nothing else, but Priest knew that what happened within those walls also affected the structure itself. The building they were now in had once been an asylum. Priest had bought the place almost ten years ago and made it a refuge for the homeless. Many good emotions had seeped into the walls over the years to make Chapel a predominantly harmonious place.
From time to time, Priest would bring in an outsider in trouble, much like Tobias, and help them change their nature. At such times, the emotions in Chapel shifted toward the dark, but never so brutally as in the few hours since they had brought the Dark Man in. The memories of the old days when Chapel had been an asylum reached out and leached into the souls who now dwelled there. People had been walking on edge all morning, jumping at shadows; arguments had been rife throughout the place. All this, even though only a select few knew of the Dark Man’s presence.
Now Priest had to meet the man himself. He’d been trying to meditate, to clear his thoughts and purify his soul for the encounter, but he now felt poorer than before. Tempted to put off the meeting even longer, he knew the situation would only worsen now that the Dark Man had awakened.
Realizing he had no other choice in the matter, Priest moved to the doorway before being called back by Tobias.
“Would you like me to come with you, sir?” the large man offered softly.
Priest toyed with the temptation of Tobias’s support in the encounter, but knew this was something he had to face alone. Any show of weakness could destroy the entire affair.
“Thank you, Tobias, but that won’t be necessary.” The look of relief on the giant’s face spoke louder than any words, and Priest moved toward the Dark Man’s cell with even greater trepidation in his heart.
Making his way down the stairs to what had once been a holding cell for the violently insane, Priest felt the emanations from the room swell. The emotions they carried shot through him like pieces of broken glass, but deep within that anger lingered the tiniest spark. Here lurked the ember that Priest had to aim for and hopefully ignite into a blaze. This memory had stopped Vain from killing Sophie in the alleyway, and Priest believed it his only chance of coming out of this entire situation alive.
Steeling himself, Priest unlocked the heavy door and stepped into the room. An inferno of emotions engulfed him, and he fought within himself for control. He gazed at the man on the bed and wondered at the lack of emotion showing on his face. If he weren’t in possession of his unique gifts, Priest would have thought the man calmly awaiting a conversation. Instead, visions ripped through Priest. He saw himself staked out, Vain slowly cutting into his eyes with surgical precision while he screamed in pain. This was the outcome the Dark Man envisioned from the meeting, and it took all of Priest’s resolve simply to remain in the doorway.
He tried to distract the visions by analyzing the man before him. Probably in his late thirties, the Dark Man made an impressive physical specimen. His upper body looked thick with corded muscle, but remained supple and flexible enough not to hamper his movements in any way. Priest had seen men before who could hardly move from all the muscle on their bones, but the Dark Man looked every inch the killing machine of his reputation.
Under his short, jet-black hair, Vain’s face remained devoid of emotion. His features were ruggedly handsome, but marred by the ominous look in his eyes. These eyes, though impassive like the rest of him, spoke of true pain.
A pain so deep it appeared almost unfathomable.
Chills shot through Priest, but he forced himself closer to the bed, trying to strengthen his nerves for the battle of his life. The prize would be the Dark Man’s soul, and with luck, the soul of another.
* * * *
Vain looked up as the steel door opened. A tall black man stepped into the room and paused in the doorway. His face completely emotionless, the man seemed to be studying him for a weakness. This confused Vain, strapped to the table and virtually helpless. The man before him appeared completely devoid of hair: absent eyebrows or even stubble. Of indeterminate age, his face bore no wrinkles, nor any other hallmarks of time. He could have ranged anywhere from thirty to fifty years old.
Finally the man seemed to come to a decision and moved smoothly toward the bed, stopping just out of reach from the Dark Man’s shackled hands. Once there he merely stood, waiting for Vain to speak. The assassin lay on the bed staring up at his captor, allowing the silence to grow. The man showed no sign of discomfort however, and when he finally broke the silence, his voice rang out soft and musical.
“Welcome, Martin, to Chapel. I hope your stay here has not proven too uncomfortable.”
Vain’s memory tugged at something long lost.
“That’s not my name, black man,” he replied harshly.
“Yes it is. The question is, Martin, why have you forgotten it? What would make you forget your own name, Martin?”
Again with that name and again the same result. With effort he pushed it aside once more. He was Vain. This man had no reason to call him Martin unless he hoped to confuse him. Maybe this was the intention. He’d been captured and possibly drugged—perhaps with something like thiopental-sodium – in the hope that they could bring him here, and have this black bastard persuade him he was someone else.
“That is not true, Martin. We did not capture or drug you. You were brought here after collapsing in the alley, following your encounter with Sophie, who was trying to steal from you in case you were still curious.”
Vain ignored the emotions and half-memories conjured by the accuracy of the man’s statement and wondered again why he had called him Martin. It seemed so familiar.
“Remember your dreams, Martin. That is where you will find the man you once were.”
“You have me mistaken with someone else, black man. There is no Martin here,” Vain replied bitterly.
“I speak to the man who you once were and I say again, Martin, remember your dreams.”
“Who are you, black man? What is this place?” retorted Vain, attempting to gain control of the conversation.
The man sighed and his shoulders seemed to slump forward, unwilling to break the momentum of the previous subject. Finally, however, he steeled himself and answered the question.
“I am known as Priest to those who live here, and this place is called Chapel.”
“You mean I’m in a church?” Vain chuckled humorlessly. “Don’t tell me you’re trying to convert me. I don’t like your chances.”
“This is not a church, so to speak. And I am Priest by name only, nothing more. This place is a haven for those in need to come to when they require help,” explained Priest calmly. “That is why you’re here, Martin.”
“You can’t help me Priest,” Vain replied venomously. “Better men than you have tried and failed, and upon their failing discovered that what they tried to save lived to destroy them.”
“I know that,” murmured Priest sadly.
“Why are we bothering with this charade? Tell me what you want.”
“I have told you, Martin. I want to help you become what you once were,” said Priest.
“And what is that?” inquired Vain.
“A good man,” Priest offered simply.
Vain cursed softly and envisioned again what this stupid bastard would look like with no eyes. The thought didn’t help him, however, and it appeared this man would be able to see into Vain’s heart even without the use of his eyes. The longer this encounter endured, the more uncomfortable Vain felt. The memories were prying at his mind constantly now, trying to break through into his thoughts. Once again he pushed them back, but the longer the black man talked to him, the harder it got.
This fight wasn’t over by a long shot.
* * * *
Priest neared exhaustion. The Dark Man’s emotions were draining his resolve and he thought he would break when he remembered the vision of himself with no eyes. On the other hand, he drew strength from the knowledge that he might be nearing the completion of his task. He had captured fleeting glimpses of conflict from within the Dark Man with his memories raging to be released. Priest knew he was close to accomplishing his task, yet he felt terrified to go any further.
It would take perhaps one final push, but Priest dreaded that push more than anything he had ever faced before.
To get Vain to remember, Priest would have to remind him of what had happened. To remind the assassin would break the veil surrounding his memories and release them in what would be a tidal wave of emotion that Priest worried would destroy him with its energy. The key to the Dark Man’s memory contained the same thing which had originally made him forget. Pain. It had erased everything of Martin Roberts, and had created Vain, effectively killing the person he had once been.
Priest sighed to himself and tried to gather his remaining energy for what he hoped would be the final battle, yet feared it would only be the start of worse things to come.
* * * *
Vain saw Priest sigh again and felt a small sense of victory. He knew the man was frustrated with the questioning, and the assassin hoped he would soon give up and leave him.
The black man turned back to the bed with a look of such sorrow on his face that it almost convinced Vain of the man’s sincerity.
Almost, but not quite.
“Do you remember Angelique, Martin?” Priest probed softly, switching his gaze toward the ground. The mention of the name summoned the vision of the young girl calling out to him for help. The assassin visibly winced as needles of fire pierced his mind.
“What about Catherine, Martin? Do you remember her? Do you remember what happened to them?” Priest’s voice pressed forward, almost hypnotic. Again, the mention of the name broke something inside of the Dark Man and this time he cried out in pain.
“I’m going to make you eat your own liver, you fuck!” screamed Vain, his anguish building, as the wall around his memories started to crumble. “Everyone you’ve ever cared about is going to curse your name right before they join you in Hell!”
“Did your daughter curse you before she died, Martin?”
The Dark Man’s screams cut the air like a reaper’s scythe and his mind exploded.
 



Chapter Five
  Entering the Path
Martin Roberts had been an officer in the Oklahoma City Police department. He enjoyed a perfect life with his wife Catherine and his beautiful daughter Angelique. They lived in a small, but comfortable house in a quiet suburb and were rarely disturbed by the various elements Martin faced in his day to day work as a beat cop.
One night however, something happened that changed all their lives forever.
Martin and his partner Steve Jones were making their usual Thursday rounds. They’d been working together for almost a year and had fast become good friends. Jones and his wife Samantha often came around to Martin and Catherine’s home for weekend barbeques, and their children were enrolled in the same school. Things couldn’t have been more perfect for the two officers in their stereotypical suburbanite lives, and they loved every minute of them.
But this Thursday had a different feel to it. Martin couldn’t put his finger on it, but there seemed to be an ominous shadow hanging over the two of them while they made their way down Park Street and into Columbine Boulevard. He didn’t mention this to Steve, simply shaking off the feeling. Full moon jitters.
He was actually gazing up at the enormous moon when the call came through their radios of a possible code 19: domestic disturbance, just two blocks down – an apartment on Chelsea Avenue. Both police officers broke into a run and arrived before any other units.
“Hold on, Steve,” Martin cautioned, seeing Jones move to enter the complex. “Something’s not right; maybe we should wait for back up.”
Suddenly, the pair heard gunshots from inside the building. Without a word Steve sprinted up the stairs, knowing Martin would follow him. The call had been to apartment 207, and both men approached the landing, guns drawn.
Arriving at the second floor, Martin heard the voices of at least two men moving down the corridor toward where he and Steve stood. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but their accents sounded Russian. He had seen enough Cold War movies to recognize the harsh tones of the language.
The men drew closer; Steve stepped from the stairwell into the corridor with his gun drawn.
“DOWN! Get down on the floor. Now!” Steve shouted at the surprised Russians. Taken aback by his partner’s rashness, Martin took a moment to react. That moment decided his destiny.
The Russians ignored Steve’s order and instead produced handguns of their own from beneath their jackets. They leaped apart, making it impossible for him to cover them both by himself. Steve instinctively fired a shot at the closest of his opponents and caught him high in the chest, shattering his collarbone and exiting in a bloody spew. The man slumped to the ground, and Steve turned toward his second target.
In the fraction of a second it took Martin Roberts to react and move into the corridor, he knew it was already too late. The bullet from the second Russian’s gun took Steve right in the cheek, exiting from the back of his head in a grizzly spray.
Martin instinctively dropped to his knee, but not fast enough. A second bullet from the Russian’s gun smashed into his left shoulder and flung him to the ground. Initially feeling no pain, just an incredible numbness down his left side, gradually a slow burning turned into a flood of agony.
“Ah, little policeman. You’re not dead yet?” a thick Russian accent mocked. “Well that will soon be problem easily solved.”
Everything seemed to slow down. The Russian raised his gun, pointing it directly at Martin’s face, while at the same time Martin lifted his own weapon through a frustrating fog, managing to squeeze off a single shot before sliding into nothingness.
* * * *
Martin awoke to pain. Pain and the sound of sirens blaring in the distance.
His entire left side erupted in flames and briefly he wished to return to the absolution of unconsciousness. His head slumping to the left, Martin saw what remained of his friend and partner. Half of Steve’s skull had been sheered away and he now lay crumpled on the floor, a look of terror still glinting in his eyes.
A low cough turned Martin’s attention toward the gunman Steve had wounded. Remarkably, the man was still alive and crawling toward the staircase. The body of the second gunman lay dead on the carpet, blood dribbling from the wound in his chest: the shot Martin had somehow managed to discharge before passing out.
What happened next would have appeared comical were it under different circumstances. Martin commenced probably the slowest pursuit in his police department’s history. Crawling excruciatingly after the Russian, finally managing the strength to stand and stumble across the hallway, he caught his prey at the top of the stairs.
The Russian resisted, but Martin managed to overpower him and awkwardly cuffed his hands behind his back. Kneeling beside the gunman, he took a moment to catch his breath. The sirens were almost at the apartment complex, and Martin knew he had to work fast to get the information he needed.
“Who do you work for, you Ruski bastard?” he growled at the bleeding Russian.
“I don’t talk to dead men,” rasped the man on the floor. Blood gurgled from his mouth, and Martin knew he had little time before the man died. He glanced back at the body of his dead friend and took the first step on a path that would eventually dominate his entire life.
Martin grabbed the hair of the dying man and pushed two fingers from his other hand into the hole in his chest. The man howled in torment. For a moment Martin thought he’d gone too far, and the man would pass out or die from the pain, but the Russian held strong. He slumped back to the carpet when Martin removed his fingers, disbelief flashing across his features.
“You police cannot do such things,” he gasped incredulously.
“I just did, asshole. Now tell me what I need to know.”
The Russian paused, seeming to consider the request, but when Martin moved his hand back to the man’s wound his eyes widened in fear.
“Romolov! I work for Romolov!” he rasped through the blood now steadily flowing from his mouth. “It does not matter. You are dead man.”
“Speak for yourself,” Martin snarled. The Russian’s lungs filled with fluid and he finally expired.
* * * *
Several weeks passed before Martin finally left the hospital. He’d managed to attend Steve’s funeral where little Angelique placed a single red rose on the coffin. A tender sign of farewell. Steve’s wife Samantha had been an inconsolable mess. At the wake she drank herself into a stupor and had to be carried to the bed she would no longer share with her husband.
The investigation into the killing was taken over by the FBI once the name Romolov appeared in Martin’s report. Apparently they’d been building a case against the syndicate for several months, and Martin’s testimony would hammer the final nail into the coffin.
So they said.
After the murder of his friend, Martin felt only too willing to be the one to put the offenders behind bars for good.
His wife Catherine wasn’t so sure. Since Martin’s release from hospital, the family had begun to receive strange phone calls. The receiver would echo eerily, or reverberate with a singular hiss:
“Silence!”
Martin had no doubt as to the origin of the calls, and told the FBI of Catherine’s fears of retribution should he take the stand against the syndicate. The family were quickly packed up and moved into protective custody: a small two-bedroom house just outside of New York. A veritable disaster greeted their arrival. Cobwebs coated every corner of the ceiling. It had taken almost two days of cleaning before the house looked anything like a home.
Catherine had been surprisingly reluctant about clearing the spiders’ webs. Martin had always assumed women were deathly afraid of spiders, and other creepy-crawly things. When he’d questioned her reluctance, she had simply said, “They’ll bring good luck. Clearing them away brings misfortune into a new home.” Martin’s laughter had almost shaken the webs from the walls, and Catherine hadn’t spoken to him for the rest of the day.
Angelique, still too young to understand, simply found herself torn from all of her friends and the home she’d grown up in. Shunted to a dust-filled and cramped shoebox of a house, with armed FBI agents getting in the way every time she wanted to play, her tears had rent Martin’s heart. For safety’s sake neither she nor Catherine were allowed outside unless they were under guard, with Martin only supposed to leave when he needed to appear in court.
The days dragged into weeks, and Catherine and Martin began to argue. Initially over simple things: the hassle they had to go through simply to take the garbage out for collection, for instance. First, they had to use the two-way radio to contact the FBI agents waiting either in a car out front or a similar house across the road. Next the FBI had to check the area to ensure no one suspicious lingered. Finally, they would come to collect the garbage for disposal. Simple things added up and soon Catherine decided she’d had enough of the entire situation.
“For God’s sake, Martin, I’m starting to feel like I have to ask the FBI if it’s all right for me to go to the bathroom,” she yelled.
“Now honey, they’re only doing their job,” he said, trying to sooth her fears. “Once this is all over, things can go back to the way they were.”
“They’ll never go back to that again. We’ll always be looking over our shoulders if you testify.”
“So that’s what this is about: you don’t want me to testify.”
Catherine paused and looked away, no doubt recalling their continued arguments. Her pleas that if they didn’t get back to their old way of life soon, she feared it would tear the family apart long before the Romolovs ever saw them in court.
“No,” she said quietly, “I don’t think you should.”
“You think they should just go free for what they did to Steve, huh?” Martin grew tense, his voice rising. Catherine knew she’d gone too far this time. “You think if I don’t testify I’ll ever be able to live with myself? For Christ’s sake, it’s bad enough I failed when Steve needed me; now you want me to turn my back when I can get the bastards who killed him! What do you think I am?”
“You’re the man I love,” she said, her voice small. “I’m afraid if we don’t get out of this soon, no matter what the outcome of the trial is, we’ll never be the same. For God’s sake, Martin! Stop letting your pride affect your thinking. Sometimes you can just be so....” She paused, searching for the word. “You can be so fucking vain!” she screamed finally.
Martin glared at her briefly before turning and stalking to the front door. He stood silently in the open doorway before speaking quietly over his shoulder. “Vain or not, my friend’s killers will pay.”
* * * *
The FBI agents parked across the street didn’t see him go, and he cursed them silently for it. How could these men protect his family if they didn’t even notice him walking through the front door? He made a mental note to berate them when he returned.
Martin had no real destination in mind leaving the safehouse. He simply answered a need to walk in the open air to clear his mind. Catherine’s words had cut him deeply and he wanted to calm down before he spoke to her again.
How dare she call him vain? He wanted justice for his friend’s death. It had nothing to do with his ego or his pride.
The longer he walked, however, the more clearly he began to see the truth behind her words. His pride had been injured with the death of his partner. Every night he pictured the scene again and again, trying to think of what he could have done differently that would have ended things for the better. The answer never changed: he’d been too slow; he should have made them wait for backup.
He was trying to make amends for failing his friend by putting the lives of his family in danger.
Catherine was right: he was vain.
Martin slowly meandered back to the safehouse. The streets seemed somehow darker now and he began to feel nervous. Something didn’t feel right; he could sense it. There were no sounds in the night air as he approached the car where the FBI agents were supposedly watching the house. Again Martin felt a twinge of anger at their inattention. If he could sneak up on the car, what would stop heavily armed assassins from doing the same?
Approaching the driver’s door, Martin’s stomach lurched in dread. The men in the car had to see him now unless something was terribly wrong. Looking through the passenger side window his heart stopped.
Both agents were dead. Twin bullet holes in the windscreen mirrored almost identical holes in the men's chests.
Martin raced across the street and flew up the steps of the safehouse. Throwing open the door he called out wildly for Catherine, praying that she and Angelique were still safe. He heard a muffled sob from the lounge, but rushing toward the door a flash of movement surprised him. A swift crack to his head and everything went black.
* * * *
Martin awoke to laughter and pain. The dull ache in his skull told him he’d been too late to warn his family of the danger, while the ropes binding his hands and legs mocked the stupidity of his attempted rescue. All of his police training had been forgotten in his panic and he’d broken the one cardinal rule: never rush into any situation.
Gazing around the room, he found he’d been moved to the cellar. His wife and daughter were nowhere to be seen, and briefly Martin thought he’d been left alone and started to struggle at his bonds.
“Don’t do that, little policeman,” growled a heavily accented voice from the shadows. “If you do that I will be extinguishing you too soon, and you miss out on all our fun.” A darkly clad man moved into Martin’s view.
“Not so tough now, eh? You pretty tough when talking to FBI, why not so tough now?”
“Where’s my family?” demanded Martin.
“Don’t worry, little policeman. Pretty girls join us soon.”
The words echoed with a quiet menace. Martin’s stomach tightened in fear. He still pondered their meaning, when the man leaning over him hit him square in the mouth.
“That one is for poor Vladimir. You killed him dead, you stupid pig.”
“Enough, Viktor,” a second voice called from the doorway. “You don’t want to kill him too quickly.”
A second Russian entered the room dragging a naked woman behind him. It took a moment before Martin recognized the wounded face beneath the mop of blood soaked hair. Catherine. Thrown roughly to the cement floor, her captor began to undo his pants.
“DON’T YOU TOUCH HER!!” screamed Martin. “If you touch her I’ll –”
His words were cut off mid sentence by another blow to the face.
“Look, policeman, I do touch her,” the Russian said, roughly grabbing Catherine’s breast and squeezing. She let out a feeble moan and weakly tried to fight off her assailant. He simply grinned maliciously and slapped her hands away as if she were a misbehaving child. “Now what you going to do about it, eh?”
Martin lunged forward in the chair, but succeeded in nothing more than knocking himself to the ground. The Russian named Viktor laughed loudly, and kicked him in the chest before setting the chair upright again.
“Yes, I thought so. You do nothing to help your wife, just like you do nothing to help your partner. That is why he is dead I think,” grunted the Russian, who had now succeeded in removing his pants and positioning himself between Catherine’s legs.
“Now watch, policeman, while I show your wife what a real man, a Russian, is like.” Catherine’s screams echoed through the empty house and into the street. Various windows closed around the neighborhood and television volumes steadily increased until the blaring sound smothered anything that might impinge on their closeted lives.
Viktor gripped Martin’s jaw and forced him to watch. Eventually Martin’s roars of anger turned to sobs for her pain with both Russians laughing malevolently in the background. He begged the men to stop, to kill him and let Catherine go, but that only made them howl more.
Finally the second Russian, the one he now knew as Piotre, finished with his wife. Something inside her seemed to have broken. She lay limp on the cold cement, staring blankly up at the bound figure of her husband while the two Russians swapped positions.
Viktor’s treatment of Catherine was much more violent. Her lack of reaction seemed to spur the Russian to even greater effort. This brought enough response to excite him further and he began to hit her viciously as he continued to violate her. By the time he finished, there remained no doubt that she was dead.
“You… bastards, I’ll... I’ll kill... you... all…,” Martin gasped between his heart-torn sobs.
“Not today, little policeman,” whispered Viktor.
“Just kill me then.”
“Oh no, not yet,” giggled Piotre. “We are only half the way through.”
Fear unlike anything he’d ever felt before gripped Martin. He prayed they were talking about him and not whom he thought.
Viktor answered this unspoken question by leaving the room and returning with a bound and gagged Angelique. Untying the gag, Viktor pointed Angelique toward the dead body of her mother and laughed louder than ever at the child’s screams.
“Now, little policeman’s daughter, Viktor is going to do the same to you as he did to mommy there,” Viktor whispered into her ear.
With superhuman strength, Martin broke free from Piotre’s hold, and fell toward his daughter.
“DADDY!” screamed Angelique. “Daddy, don’t let them hurt me!! Daddy, stop them!”
Piotre grabbed Martin and hauled him upright. Pinning his arm more securely in place around Martin’s neck he murmured, “I will not do her. I do not like children. But Viktor enjoys it very much!”
The Russian’s mirth mingled with Angelique’s screams when Viktor threw her to the ground amid the hysteria of both father and daughter. What happened next unfolded unlike anything Martin had ever envisioned, even in his worst nightmares. Each cry from his daughter tore strips from his sanity until he seemed to hear the sound of breaking glass somewhere off in the distance. A sense of unreality enveloped him and he felt blood and saliva dripping from his torn lips while he was forced to watch.
Martin stopped screaming. It did no good. Nothing did any good.
You can be so vain!
Blood flowed everywhere. Someone crying. Such an annoying sound.
Vain.
More blood flowing. A black handled knife. The glint of a wickedly sharp blade.
Vain.
Of course I am vain. Why should I care about anybody else? What have they ever done for me?
Vain!
The cries were mercifully muffled now. Something warm and sticky splashed across his face and into his slack and drooling mouth. Tasted coppery.
VAIN!!!
* * * *
“Poor little policeman is gone, I think,” said Piotre after slapping the man in the face a few times. “Oh well. Time to clean up.”
He stood and moved to the second room of the cellar, returning with a large container of gasoline. Unscrewing the cap, he proceeded to pour the contents around the timber-paneled walls of the room. He ignored the cement floor, certain the bodies would burn once the rooms above collapsed.
Once finished, he moved to the stairs and called for his brother to go. Viktor walked over to the senseless Martin and punched him one last time, knocking him backward before following his brother up the stairs.
The match they dropped ignited the gasoline and the flames were already licking the walls as they walked out hooting with amusement.
* * * *
Get up, barked the voice.
“I can’t. I’m dead,” answered Martin.
Not yet, you’re not. But you will be soon, you spineless bastard.
“I don’t care.”
Well I do. If your body dies, so do I.
“Who are you?” asked Martin.
I’m you, you gutless shit. The better part of you; the part that doesn’t want to die before I get the assholes who did this. But to do that I need you to GET UP NOW!
The roaring voice almost compelled Martin to move, but the pain felt too great and his burden too heavy. He craved death. He had failed them all and wanted an end to it. He welcomed his demise.
“Kill me. Please, if you can, just kill me.”
Silence. And finally:
As you wish, said the voice softly, almost sadly.
And just like that, Martin Roberts faded away. His vanity surged into control, erasing memories, fueling a vengeance he could not recall, but one he could easily name.
Romolov. He had promised they would all die. And in time they would. He did not know why, he only knew that they had to. He must kill them all to ease this nameless pain.
Vain had no qualms tearing loose the knife from the dead girl’s neck, managing to drag his still bound body across the floor to where she lay bloodied and battered. He cut himself loose and stood in the blazing room staring at the unfamiliar bodies and wondering what exactly had happened. Shrugging his shoulders, he turned and moved up the burning stairs, exiting like a wraith from a rear window, and into the dark.
* * * *
Vain became known in the underworld as the Dark Man. It took many years to perfect his killing skills, but from the start he displayed a seemingly paranormal ability to appear and disappear from the scenes of his slayings undetected. Not even the high-tech surveillance equipment that Markus Romolov installed throughout his home had caught more than a shadow of the man. Markus was discovered hanging from his balcony railing, strung up by the throat with his own intestines.
Markus’s death, the third in as many months, caused the crime family to get nervous. The Dark Man made no move to contact them with demands, and they had no idea who had employed him, so they couldn’t retaliate or use anyone to find out information. The only thing they knew for certain was that when the Dark Man came, death never lingered far behind.
It took Vain eight years to destroy the Romolov syndicate. In between his personal kills Vain undertook contracts for money. He managed to feed and equip himself with everything he needed, from a place to live, to the tools of his trade. Plenty of money remained, but he simply put it away and gave it no further thought.
He’d left Viktor Romolov until last. He did not know why, it simply felt appropriate to make this man fear his arrival the longest. Viktor tried to run, but the Dark Man tracked him to Chicago in a flea-bitten motel, living on heroin and sandwiches. When he arrived, the Russian had been doped to the gills, on the verge of dying from an overdose. Vain calmly revived him with a shot of adrenaline and stayed in the room with the man tied to the bed for two days before he began his work. He wanted his victim clear of anything that would inhibit pain.
Pain was what he deserved, and pain was what he would receive.
Vain moved more slowly with his torture of Viktor. Perhaps because he didn’t need any information, or simply from boredom – he never really knew. He did know that Viktor suffered in tremendous agony for the entire time and that felt exquisite.
During those hours – or perhaps days? – Vain tried to think of a suitable way for Viktor Romolov to die. He knew the man couldn’t take much more punishment and he wanted him to die by his hand and not from shock like Piotre had done when he’d gone slightly overboard. A most disappointing outcome, but at least it had provided the information that had brought him here.
Eventually it came to him. Vain went to the motel’s pool and searched the pump room, finally locating the chlorine he needed beneath a large bucket. Next, the assassin went to Viktor’s car and found a half-full bottle of brake fluid and a funnel. Satisfied, he returned to the room and checked the Russian’s pulse to ensure he was still alive. Finding a weak heartbeat and the man still breathing, Vain satisfied himself that the Russian merely slept and had not died. Slapping him awake, he whispered into his ear, “Wake up, little Russian, or you’ll miss out on all the fun.”
First, he ripped the stitches that had held Viktor’s lips together, leaving them bloody and raw. Before the Russian could yell for help, Vain forced the funnel into his mouth and began to pour cup-fulls of chlorine down his throat. The Russian began to gag and vomit, but enough of the powder still got through. Removing the funnel, Vain made to pour the brake fluid down his victim’s throat.
“Why?” Viktor managed to gasp.
The Dark Man paused momentarily before shrugging. “I don’t know,” he murmured casually, emptying the brake fluid into Viktor’s mouth.
At first there appeared to be no reaction. Suddenly Viktor convulsed into spasms and opened his mouth to scream. Instead of sound, however, a great plume of smoke poured forth and his eyes bulged in pain. Intense heat spewed from the dying man before deep crimson froth dribbled out of his mouth. Several minutes passed before Viktor Romolov died. Once finished, the Dark Man calmly collected his things and vanished into the night.
* * * *
The man on the bed sobbed for the first time in many years. The memories returned to him in a torrent and the pain proved almost too much to bear. His strength had always laid in his immunity to emotions; now he knew he had been wrong.
He adored Angelique. Again he pictured the callous way he had wrenched the knife from her dead body and his spirit wailed with grief. His beloved Catherine, who had died in anguish because of his vanity.
After several moments he managed to regain his composure and glare with undisguised malice at the black man who had rekindled his torments so long locked away.
“Martin –” Priest began, but Vain quickly and maliciously cut him short.
“Wrong, black man, there is no Martin here.”
For the first time since the ordeal had begun, Priest looked flustered. “But, you remember now. There’s no point in denying who you are.”
“Your powers aren’t as strong as you think, Priest. If they were, you would have known all along that Martin is gone forever. All you have done is remind me of the pain I erased along with his death. All you have done is fuel my rage.”
Suddenly Priest understood what the Dark Man meant, and he cursed himself for a fool. Tobias had been right; they couldn’t save this one. To save a person something good had to remain within them.
At first, Priest had thought Vain simply a shield Martin Roberts hid behind. Now he realized the Dark Man existed as a completely altered personality, almost a separate person who lacked any memory of the man he used to be. Priest had reminded him, however, and the world’s most lethal assassin was now very, very pissed off.
Priest felt no fear for himself. He worried the Dark Man would become so enraged he wouldn’t listen to his appeal. If Vain refused to help them in their quest, all would be lost. Death at the assassin’s hand would seem merciful compared to the alternate finale.
Priest had hoped that in reminding the Dark Man of his past, the good part of Martin Roberts would resurface. Unfortunately, he’d greatly misjudged the situation. Martin Roberts had indeed died, though his body still walked and breathed. He had been the first victim of the assassin named Vain and possibly the most tragic. If Priest had succeeded in resurrecting Martin as he’d hoped there might have been a chance in the coming battle. Now there seemed none.
Priest collapsed into a chair beside the bed. He placed his head into his hands and wept.
“Why do you cry, black man?” whispered Vain malevolently. “Do you envision your death at the hands of the Dark Man?”
“No, Dark Man. I cry for the boy who will die because I have failed.”
A hint of emotion flickered across the Dark Man’s face, but it vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared.
“What boy?” asked Vain strangely.
“What do you care, assassin? After I am dead I’m sure there will be hundreds more innocent victims for you. Consider them instead.”
“Who is the boy?” Vain repeated.
Priest conceded defeat and appeared to crumple in on himself even further.
“The boy is the one I have devoted my existence to. He is the next golden light to arise from the darkness. I have searched for him my entire life and now that I’ve found him I am too weak to save him. He is the Avun-Riah: the child of rebirth – the one who would make things true. With the turning season he will die by the hand of evil and you – or rather Martin Roberts reborn with your skills – were to be my last chance to save him.”
Vain contemplated the words. Most of what the man had said made no sense to him, but he understood enough to know that a child would die. Little Angelique still seemed to be calling him, had been calling throughout the long empty years of death; her cries were all the more clear now.
“Who plans to kill the boy?” asked Vain.
Priest peered at him with teary and bloodshot eyes. A look of utter amazement lit his face like an explosion of fireworks and he smiled.
“You’re going to save him,” he said in disbelief. Not a question so much as a statement.
“Do not make the mistake of reading my thoughts too deeply, black man. I still plan to kill you before I’m finished, and the images of that will burn your fragile little mind to cinders. Now answer my question.”
Priest quickly sobered and closed his mind to the Dark Man’s thoughts. Though his death seemed imminent, the knowledge did not frighten him. Without knowing the exact time or method, it felt more like a dull aching he had come to relate with pain and mortality, rather than a definitive incident or time.
The talents Priest possessed were far from precise. He could not predict the winning lotto numbers, nor could he determine the exact actions required to ensure the future might unfold the way he hoped. He likened his talent to steering a boat through thick fog during a hurricane, lacking compass or radar to guide his way. All he had was a single light in the distance winking in and out of view. His current predicament made these limits all too obvious, with the only light he could see, held by a merciless assassin. He took a deep breath before beginning.
“The people after the boy call themselves the Souls of Sordarrah. An ancient cult from the Babylonian era, they believe that if they sacrifice the Avun-Riah on a certain night of the year in the middle of a lunar eclipse, darkness will cover the Earth and death will stalk the planet in the guise of the demigod known as Sordarrah.
“Sordarrah was a fallen angel thrown down with Lucifer after the Great War in Heaven. Essentially he was Lucifer’s lieutenant, and from all reports an extremely nasty character. After the original war, it’s believed a second war occurred, this time between the forces of Sordarrah, and the armies of Lucifer for control of Hell. The second war has continued for thousands of years with no victor thus far. The Souls of Sordarrah hope to tip the balance in favor of their Lord by winning over the mortal realm for him, a feat Lucifer has never managed.”
Vain stared blankly at Priest from the bed where he still lay shackled.
“What-the-fuck-are-you-talking-about?” He mouthed the words slowly, scorn dripping from every syllable. “Wars with gods in Heaven and Hell. Are you an idiot, or do you simply take me for one? Undo these straps now so I can choke you to death and piss in your mouth for talking such crap.” Vain looked away disdainfully.
“Whether you believe in Heaven or Hell is irrelevant, Dark Man,” continued Priest with a note of irritation. “The result is the same. The Souls of Sordarrah will kill the boy with the coming of autumn unless you save him.”
Vain sighed and wondered if he would ever be the same again. Although he had never truly enjoyed his former life, it had been blissfully empty of petty things like emotion and conscience. Unfortunately, deep down, what Priest said rang true – regardless of the religious babble. He didn’t care why these people wanted to kill the boy. He didn’t care that Priest believed the youth was some Christ-reborn blah, blah, blah. He cared only for the child, and he knew that if he had a chance to save him he would try.
“Undo my bonds, Priest,” Vain said quietly. “Don’t worry; I don’t think I’ll kill you today.”
After a moment, Priest nodded and moved to comply. He undid the strap restraining the assassin’s right arm. Proceeding to the left, he instantly found himself choking in the vice-like grip of the Dark Man.
Vain drew Priest’s ear to his mouth and whispered, “Just don’t forget, black man, your death rattle will sound once this is all over.” He flung the man away from the bed like a rag doll, unfastening the remaining straps himself.
Priest lay stunned on the floor of the cell. It wasn’t so much the actions of the Dark Man that surprised him, but rather that he hadn’t anticipated them. All he had sensed from Vain had been empathy for the child. Even now, when Priest tried to probe the Dark Man’s mind, he could see only the faceless image of the boy. His powers seemed blocked, and he wondered what the assassin’s next move would be.
Vain sat unfettered on the edge of the bed, staring at Priest while he gathered himself from the floor. He appeared completely at ease, with no sign of tension in his being. If somebody walked into the room at this moment, they would find it hard to believe that up until this point the man on the bed had been a virtual prisoner in this white cell.
“Get up, black man, and tell me everything I need to know.”
Priest took a few moments to compose himself before gradually recounting everything he knew of the Souls of Sordarrah. Existing in secret for centuries, the cult revolved around a man named Empeth. He had organized the group into a deeply hidden society of demon worshippers, following a set of commandments similar to those of the Catholic Church. Entitled the Plekshaw—roughly translated as The Words of the Demons—the edicts were carved into Pope John IV’s tombstone after it was stolen from Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. The Plekshaw were also said to have been soaked in the blood of thirteen catholic priests who were kidnapped and forced to carve the ancient words before they were killed. Additionally, thirteen demonic rites were recited in an ancient language over the tablet before the speakers too were killed and drained of blood.
Vain looked on impassively while Priest listed the thirteen directives of the Souls of Sordarrah. Roughly translated from their original Romanian, the stone read:
The blood of the innocent must flow free.
The pure must be made to suffer.
Beauty must be unmade.
Hatred shall rule your heart.
Weakness must be destroyed.
None shall be spared to love, except to love Sordarrah.
Sordarrah is the only true answer.
Lust with the animals of Sordarrah.
Be joyful in the anguish of others.
Life is nothing without Sordarrah.
Kill the enemies of Sordarrah’s will.
The Avun-Riah’s blood must feed the altar of Sordarrah.
Sordarrah shall be reborn.
Priest went on to tell Vain how there had been no further account of the Souls of Sordarrah until they had appeared in Nazi Germany. By this time, Empeth had adopted a closely cropped hairstyle and a stunted square moustache. He’d not aged a day since rising to power in the cult, in fact it had been documented that he’d grown younger. He had managed to nearly conquer the entire world under his guise as leader of the Nazi party.
“Stop,” commanded Vain. “Now you’re trying to tell me this devil guy who roamed around hundreds of years ago was also Adolph Hitler? Do not try my patience, black man. I have almost had my fill of your voodoo bullshit.”
“I am simply relaying to you what I have been told.”
“And who told you, Genghis Khan? Julius Caesar perhaps? Or maybe you’ve just been eavesdropping on other people’s thoughts for so long, you can’t tell your own fantasies from theirs,” snarled Vain.
Priest understood the Dark Man’s disbelief. He had struggled to grasp everything himself until the old Jewish man had made him probe his memories of the war. The Nazi death camps had been established as a means to find the last Avun-Riah, and they had worked all too well. Empeth had discovered that the child – it had been a girl that time – was a Jew. He had relocated the entire cult to Germany, and implanted himself into the Nazi party, not trusting the job to anyone else. Eventually Empeth had disseminated his beliefs into the entire German society, and they had slaughtered millions searching for the girl.
They had finally located her in the closing stages of the war. Empeth had almost completed the ritual when the girl’s guardian had battled his way into the compound. The ritual complete, Empeth had readied to deliver the final strike, an ebony bladed knife raised high.
With no other option, the guardian had drawn his gun, and shot the girl through the head, shattering Empeth’s incantations. The young guardian had suffered unimaginable torments for weeks before being allowed to die. Even after death, however, Empeth ensured his soul would never know rest, carving the ancient sign of The Four into his skull, expelling his essence and opening the gateway for a new entity to possess his form. With the mark on his soul mirroring the one on his dead body, the man’s spirit would be chained to Sordarrah for eternity.
Priest knew all too well what they were facing. He had even tried to fight Empeth once. The battle had been decidedly one-sided, Priest only barely escaping with his soul still intact.
“Dark Man – Vain – I realize this is very difficult for you to believe, but what I am telling you is the truth. The forces you will be confronting are not all human, and you must be made ready to face them. You cannot face them if you don’t comprehend what they really are.”
“Can they be killed, black man?” asked Vain.
“Yes, but –” began Priest.
“Then they will die,” vowed the Dark Man.
* * * *
The only information Priest had on the boy was his first name and the town he had originally come from.
“Is this it?” Vain stared at the scrap of paper Priest had written the information onto.
“That is all I know. I am truly sorry.”
“So, you want me to look for a kid named Sebastian originally from Utah, but now he’s somewhere in New York City. Well that shouldn’t be too hard. I’ll drop him off tomorrow morning. Is nine o’clock okay with you?” Vain sneered mockingly.
“Your sarcasm isn’t needed, Dark Man. I know what I am asking of you. But I also know you have the resources to accomplish it,” said Priest. “I do have this too.” Priest handed the assassin a weathered photograph of what appeared to be a small child on a pushbike.
“Oh well, this makes all the difference. I’ll have him here at eight thirty instead.” Priest ignored the remark. “I thought you said you knew where the boy was,” said Vain.
“I do. He’s in New York,” Priest offered lamely.
“And how did you find out he’s here? You must have had more than this piece of toilet paper to know that much.”
“I found the photograph in an old house in Utah. When I touched it his name came to me and the fact that he’s in New York City – somewhere. I also know he is in danger, the enemy is drawing near.”
“I guess I should go now, unless there’re any more pearls of wisdom you wish to impart.”
“I really don’t think I like you, Vain,” murmured Priest sadly. “You spit in the face of everything I hold dear.”
“Not many people do like me, black man.” Vain grinned venomously, moving from the room. “Especially not those who meet me in person.”
Without a word of farewell, Vain stalked from Chapel and disappeared.
 



Chapter Six
  Squirrel
Gary O'Rourke had been a big shot. Fast cars, fast women, fast money. Every night was a party at Gary’s house and he had loved life.
Quickly becoming one of the shooting stars on Wall Street, Gary developed into one of the youngest executives in his firm’s history. Seemingly incomparable when it came to predicting market changes, he had amassed a small fortune in only a few short years. Gary began to make riskier and riskier purchases on the stock exchange, netting ever larger profits. Along with his success came arrogance.
He felt invincible.
Everyone marveled at his successes. How could such a young man do so well in the market? Either he had excellent inside knowledge or fantastically good luck. As it turned out, he had a bit of both. Gary had informants placed all over the city in almost every major industrial company, granting him access to knowledge other people couldn’t even begin to touch. All of this was highly illegal of course, but Gary believed laws were made for poor people and not high rollers like himself.
After all, he was untouchable.
One day, Gary received information that had made even his mouth water. Global Technologies were going to merge with Pastrel Industries, creating possibly the most expensive amalgamation in history. Gary’s hand shook on the keyboard when he read the E-mail. Quickly checking the stock tickers on the internet, he almost passed out from excitement. Both companies’ stocks were breeching all time lows – he could blitz the market!
The following day, Gary had poured his entire personal savings – along with quite a bit of money belonging to his clients – into the shares of both companies, walking away at the end of the day envisioning the riches he would amass in the coming weeks.
Unfortunately, shooting stars must all eventually burn out, especially those that burn the brightest.
The news never came.
Weeks turned to months and the stocks continued to drop, but Gary refused to sell, determined that the union could still occur and he would recover any losses he’d incurred.
The merger never happened. The golden boy lost his sheen. A business partner who had followed Gary’s lead leaped off a building. Gary leaped into a bottle.
The years passed and the alcohol haze grew thicker in Gary’s mind. He woke up one day in the gutter of an alleyway and smelled himself. The stench alone made him want to retch, but he didn’t have the energy to roll over, so he simply closed his eyes and waited for the end.
Voices awakened him from his death slumber a short while later and their words jolted his curiosity. Two men were talking about something that sounded vaguely familiar, and Gary listened on.
“For God’s sake, man, listen to reason. I couldn’t have squealed on the Bucelli family. I wasn’t even there when the last shipment came in, I didn’t even know about it!”
Bucelli. Where had he heard that name? The sodden gears of his brain slowly ticked over while he tried to grasp the memory. Finally it came to him: Marco Bucelli! Pleased with his clarity even through his hangover, Gary momentarily lost his train of thought. Focusing his foggy brain once more Gary spoke up, “Are yew Mar-Marco?” he slurred to the man who had spoken.
Startled by the voice, both men jumped. Suddenly Gary noticed the gun in the second man’s hand.
“What do you know about Marco?” asked one of the men, expertly aiming the handgun at Gary’s brow.
Gary had to think carefully before speaking, trying to remember where he had been when he’d heard the name. It had been a few days back and he’d been looking for loose change in the phone booths near West Street station when he’d heard the voice raised in anger.
“Listen to me, copper, I said it was going to happen and it did. Next time you better trust me when I tell you. I’m Marco Bucelli for crying out loud, and you still don’t believe me when I tell you one of the shipments is coming in. Now where’s my damn money?”
Gary had left when Marco had shoved him onto the footpath and threatened to shoot him. That sort of thing happened more often than he liked and he knew when to move on. At least he’d found a five dollar bill at the entrance to the station. That explained the fact that he remembered the incident at all.
“Hey, you stupid squirrel-faced bastard, I said, ‘How do you know Marco?’”
“He pushed me to the ground and said he’d kill me,” Gary pronounced tremulously.
“Ha! Now, why’d he do that to you, Squirrel?”
“I don’t know. I was getting change from the booth beside him when he was talking on the phone; I think he spoke to a policeman. Then he got upset and pushed me over.”
Gary had expected the gunman to laugh at him again, but now he was standing still, contemplating the words.
“You’d better go tell your boss what’s happened.” The gunman waved his weapon at the other man. When the man ran off, the assassin turned the barrel toward Gary.
“I wonder, Squirrel, how much more information is floating around in that drunken sponge you call a brain. What else do you know?”
Gary quickly sobered, realizing his life might depend on the next words to leave his mouth. The click of the gun cocking sobered him even further.
“People don’t worry what they say around me, I’m just a bum. I hear all kinds of strange things that happen around the city every day, but I also know when not to talk about them,” blurted Gary, hoping he’d been coherent in his rush to protect his life.
The gunman silently pondered the drunken man cowering before him. “All right, Squirrel, I’ll let you live for now and for as long as you prove useful to me. Any time you hear something interesting on the streets, make sure the news finds my ears first. You might just get a reward. For today’s effort, here’s ten dollars. Go get drunk.”
“Oh! Thank you sir. But how will I find you?” asked Gary.
“My name is Dante. Leave a message at Mason’s Lair with the bartender, Tony. Tell him you need to see me, but nothing more!”
“Yes, sir, you can rely on me. What message should I leave?”
Dante thought for a moment, grinning nastily. “Tell him the Squirrel has been gathering some nuts. He’ll know what to do.”
The name had stuck, and Squirrel discovered he had a talent for uncovering sources of information not previously known on the streets. He found it not dissimilar to the insider trading that had propelled him to the heights of Wall Street. Whether a spoken word in a bar or eavesdropping at a door, Squirrel quickly became known for providing a reliable source of news. At first this had made Dante seethe with anger, but he found the information Squirrel provided invaluable and found himself loathe to dispose of the informant.
Eventually, Squirrel’s talent drew the attention of the Dark Man. Squirrel had only heard street corner innuendo about the man and had never been able to gather any real information regarding his appearance or background. For all intents and purposes the man called Vain had simply emerged from the bowels of the city to wreak havoc amid the scum of the underworld. The scraps Squirrel collected had made him pray he never had the misfortune to meet the man.
Tattooed within Squirrel’s hazy memory burned the day he woke up in his cheap hotel room to find a man sitting at the foot of his bed staring intently at him. Fear shot through Squirrel as he looked into the man’s eyes and saw the darkness residing there. Registering the silencer pointed directly into his face, he felt his bowels loosen, adding another stain to his filthy bedclothes, further fouling the stale air.
The Dark Man seemed unperturbed by the stench, offering no reaction when Squirrel whined liked a cowering puppy and tried to hide his head beneath the bedding.
“Come out from there, Squirrel, or I’ll start putting holes in your beautiful linen.”
Squirrel peered over the edge of the sheet to where the Dark Man sat motionless. Little by little he inched his hand toward the blade hidden beneath his pillow in the futile hope he could somehow survive this encounter.
“If your hand moves another inch, Squirrel,” Vain warned quietly, “I’ll be forced to kill you and lose the information I need.”
Squirrel swallowed heavily, wishing for the hundredth time he had started out life teaching instead of banking.
* * * *
Vain peered from the alleyway, watching Squirrel make his way down the busy street. To passersby he appeared simply another bum looking for loose change or cigarette butts, but watching closely, Vain recognized the method to Squirrel’s movements. He would pause momentarily near groups of people and listen to what they were saying, all the while searching through the trash or picking something from the ground, avoiding notice.
An interesting tactic. Very interesting since Vain knew that Squirrel had risen above his poverty. Although he had started his second life on the streets, the man once known as Gary had done well for himself since starting in the information distribution business. In the few months since his appearance, Squirrel had gained access to intelligence from almost all corners of the city through his network of informants. Everyone from the lowest hood to the kings of the underworld wanted Squirrel’s information, but they all remained ignorant to the fact that the same information also found its way to their enemies, sometimes at a lower price. None of them realized Squirrel was more than just a street bum. And Squirrel preferred it that way.
But the Dark Man knew otherwise.
Before he had contacted Squirrel for the first time, he did a little information digging of his own and discovered some things about Gary O’Rourke’s past: the banker, his success and subsequent fall from grace. The rest Vain had pieced together after following him on nights similar to this one.
Tonight was different, though. Possibly the Dark Man’s most important meeting with Squirrel. He wanted to make sure everything was perfectly safe before proceeding.
Waiting until he felt certain the informant wasn’t being followed, Vain moved up the fire escape of a nearby building. He proceeded across the rooftop until he reached the edge. Pausing for the briefest moment, he took a running leap, landing on the adjacent building’s roof, rolling on his shoulder to absorb the impact.
Squirrel’s home: a rundown dump, housing junkies, crooks and ex-millionaire Wall Street bankers. Vain looked over the side, and down to Squirrel’s room three floors below. Previously, scaling the wall had proven virtually impossible, so this time he’d brought a length of rope which he now proceeded to unravel and secure. Rappelling down, Vain easily accessed the unlocked window, and waited patiently for Squirrel to arrive.
Squirrel entered the room soon after, finding the Dark Man sitting in a chair with a gun pointed at his chest. His heart stopped mid-beat and he wondered what he might have done recently that could warrant this visit. He’d heard of the Dark Man’s slaying of the assassin Dante, but knew nothing about his movements since.
“Close the door and sit down, Squirrel. We need to talk,” Vain said quietly.
Not knowing what else to do, the smaller man closed and locked the door before sitting on the corner of the bed.
“The time has come, Squirrel,” began the Dark Man. Squirrel began to sweat.
If only he had become a teacher.
“The time has come,” repeated Vain, “to find out how much knowledge is swimming around in your booze-soaked gray cells.”
“W-w-what?” stammered Squirrel.
“Tell me about the Souls of Sordarrah.”
Squirrel’s mind worked furiously. At first he seemed relieved, but once the content of the Dark Man’s words sank in he felt his gut wrench in panic. The Souls of Sordarrah! He’d hoped never to hear those words again.
Two men had approached Squirrel on the street one night and promised him money in exchange for a service. When he had pressed them about what the service entailed, they had swiftly changed their minds and moved off. Curious as always for a lead on street information, Squirrel had followed the men to Third Avenue where they had stopped to talk to another street sleeper by the name of Jim. After speaking to Jim for a few moments, the three had all moved off toward the harbor district near Pelham Bay.
Still following at a discrete distance, Squirrel had ended up outside an old, abandoned warehouse with a low murmuring noise spilling from inside that sounded like chanting. The two men along with Jim had entered the warehouse, and Squirrel climbed onto the roof of a parked car to peer through a grime-smeared window.
Inside opened a scene from a nightmare. Arranged in a circle around a black five-pointed star – a pentagram! – stood eleven robed figures, each hooded and faceless. The two men entered the room carrying an unconscious figure between them.
Frozen to the spot with fascination, Squirrel had looked on as they had laid the figure in the center of the pentagram before donning their own hooded robes and taking their places around the circumference. The chanting grew more powerful, but somehow quieter at the same time. Squirrel couldn’t understand any of the language, but the words Sordarrah and Souls of Sordarrah were repeated several times. The volume dropped to almost a whisper and the windows began to shake with a force that appeared to emanate from within the circle.
Squirrel caught a glimpse of the figure from between the chanting robes, writhing in silent agony within the star of power. His body somehow seemed to be caving in on itself, almost like a vacuum was sucking him down through the cement floor of the warehouse – emptying... Jim!
After an eternity, the chanting rose in pitch so suddenly that Squirrel thought he had been spotted. Enduring a moment of panic, he regained his composure and saw that the glass in the windows now actually bulged from the frames, so much so that he wondered how they didn’t shatter with the strain.
Returning his gaze to the inside of the room, the figures had thrown their hoods back, revealing fanatical faces now shrieking their chants into the echoing warehouse. Where Jim had lain, there remained only clothing and a mess of loose skin. It appeared everything within the man had vanished, leaving only a shapeless shell behind.
Dark, greasy smoke began to ooze from the center of the pentagram, and that had been the last thing Squirrel witnessed before fleeing from the warehouse in terror.
Now the Dark Man sat at the end of his bed, forcing him to recollect the Souls of Sordarrah. The two things he feared most had converged on him, right when his booze cupboard sat empty. Squirrel wondered if his brain would explode straight away or wait a few hours before shutting down from the pressure.
Struggling to focus bloodshot eyes, the Dark Man sitting patiently opposite him, silenced pistol cocked and aimed at his chest, Squirrel sighed and began to tell his story. He left no part out, expecting death at the end for talking such paranoid insanity to the assassin.
At the close of the tale however, he didn’t die. The Dark Man sat in silence in the chair opposite, staring impassively into his eyes for what seemed like an eternity. Finally he appeared to come to a decision and nodded slowly.
“Have you ever heard of a man called Priest?” the Dark Man asked calmly.
Squirrel pondered the name and shook his head. The Dark Man nodded again and began to rise from the chair.
Squirrel sat up suddenly. “Unless you mean the man who runs the homeless shelter in Brooklyn. I’ve never been there myself, but I’ve heard he’s extremely generous to the needy. Apart from that, there’s not much else I can tell you, he keeps a pretty low profile.”
The Dark Man chuckled softly. “Squirrel, you never cease to amaze me.” He threw a small pile of notes onto the bed.
Squirrel’s eyes bulged at the wad. He was unsure whether the Dark Man had been impressed with his story about the Souls of Sordarrah or amused by his ignorance of the man named Priest. Either way, there must have been at least four hundred dollars spread on his grimy sheet.
“There’s another wad if you take me to this warehouse you saw,” said Vain casually.
Squirrel froze. He should have known there’d be a catch; nobody threw money like this his way unless they were using it for bait. Unfortunately, he found himself in no position to refuse the Dark Man’s request, despite his reluctance to return to the place that left him so shaken.
Without looking up, Squirrel silently nodded.
“I’ll return in an hour,” promised the Dark Man quietly before moving out into the night.
* * * *
Vain followed Squirrel through the harbor district in silence. The informant had attempted to start a conversation, but a glowering look had quickly silenced him. Vain needed to gather his thoughts. The entire situation seemed ridiculous. An assassin trying to save the life of a boy he didn’t know, following a drunken ex-banker to an abandoned warehouse searching for clues of a demon-worshipping cult.
And all of it for free.
Wonderful! Fantastic! Vain thought to himself. Maybe I should just kill the kid and end all of this crap. But while he toyed with the notion, the image of Angelique screaming began to creep into his mind and he cast his thoughts elsewhere.
They arrived at the warehouse shortly before midnight and Vain handed over the balance of the money he’d promised to Squirrel.
“If you tell anybody about this, Gary,” the Dark Man breathed venomously while folding the cash into the vagrant’s hand, “your pain will make eternity in Hell seem like a pleasure cruise. Do you understand me?”
Squirrel’s eyes bulged at the mention of his real name and he began to sweat profusely.
“N-no, sir... I mean YES!” corrected Squirrel quickly. “Y-yes, sir, I understand completely. I-I won’t say anything to anyone! I promise.”
“I know,” whispered Vain confidently before looking away. He moved off silently toward the warehouse without a backward glance, leaving Squirrel alone, and marveling at the power the assassin exuded.
* * * *
Vain entered the warehouse lot, swiftly becoming one with the shadows. Finding every alcove and hiding place, floating smoothly and without haste from one to the next, he finally reached the warehouse and slid along the outside wall to the back of the building. Once there he paused and listened. Satisfied nothing felt amiss, he vanished through an open window and into the darkened building.
Light flickered from a small office toward the front of the warehouse. Vain slowly made his way along the inside wall and paused outside the doorway. Inside he could hear quiet breathing and a low hum. Noiselessly drawing a dark bladed knife, he dropped to the ground, inching his way into the doorway.
From his position on the floor, Vain watched a lone man dressed in a suit sitting cross-legged before what appeared to be an altar. However, this altar contained neither crucifixes nor holy water. Splayed across a black marble bench top, Vain noticed the remnants of what might have once been a dog. Not much remained to identify the beast, except for a single bloodied paw hanging by a sinew toward the center of the mound. Amid the mangled flesh, a smoldering pile of coals discharged a noxious odor into the air. The man inhaled the smoke from the burning flesh and rocked back and forth, murmuring softly.
Vain sank into a crouch, and crept up behind the man. Nearing the altar, the assassin’s mind began to swim from the fumes, and he realized the smoke must have been a narcotic. He glanced at the walls of the office, suddenly dripping with blood and gore, small mouths opening and closing in silent screams of anguish.
Looking down at his own hands, Vain envisioned them covered in boils that bled and oozed pus, ending in wickedly curved claws. Strangely, the knife and his clothes remained unchanged. Ignoring the illusions, Vain continued forward like a ghost, until he reached directly behind the seated man. Striking faster than a snake, he grabbed the man by the hair, wrenched back his head and pressed the knife blade against his exposed throat.
“One noise, worm,” he hissed, “and you’ll be lying on that table with Fido there.”
The man shouted out, not with fear or anger as Vain had expected, but joy.
“Oh, Master!” he cried, and Vain momentarily resisted the urge to kill him. “You have come to me! You have heard my prayers and tasted my sacrifices and come to bless me!”
With no concern for his safety, the man wrestled free from Vain’s grasp, and threw himself face down on the floor in contrition. Vain stepped back nonplussed.
“Who do you think I am?” he rasped
Without raising his head from the floor, the man replied, “You are the lord of all things evil. The Master of Destruction. The mighty Sordarrah!”
Vain squinted at his diseased hands and wondered if it really was an illusion. Shaking his head clear, he moved to the altar and swept the sacrifice onto the floor. The man risked a glance up, but hurriedly returned his gaze to the ground.
“You think I’m Sordarrah?” inquired Vain mildly.
“Who else could you be, master?” the man peered up in wonder. “There is no other who could wear the guise of death so comfortably. Your true appearance is shown to me through the power of gorbach leaves.”
Vain had heard of gorbach before. A simple plant, when dried and burned with rotting meat, it brought powerful mind-altering effects to the user. It also caused permanent brain damage when used too often, thus all but the most devoted addicts generally avoided it. Vain cursed himself for not realizing it had been gorbach burning when he’d seen the meat, but he had been too busy to think of it at the time. He wondered abstractly at the rest of his appearance.
Quickly Vain decided to use this man’s ignorance to his advantage.
“I am your master,” he crooned. The man resumed his groveling on the floor. “I have come for the boy, tell me where he is.”
For a moment the man remained silent on the floor, searching for an answer.
“Boy? I know of no boy, master,” he finally said. Vain spat a curse that made the man cringe into the floor even more.
“The boy Sebastian!” hissed Vain. “Where is Sebastian, worm? Tell me now or I’ll carve you to pieces on your pretty black table!”
Again the man seemed ignorant, but finally his face beamed in understanding and he sat up in excitement.
“Oh! You mean the Avun-Riah!” he cried excitedly. Vain nodded. “He is no boy, master; he is simply meat for your life. We have him in the eastern temple!”
“Where is that, pray tell?” asked Vain quietly.
“Pennsylvania Avenue in Brooklyn my lord. Number 142 near the old mental hospital.”
Vain chuckled at the irony of it all. They held the boy only a couple of blocks from Priest in his Chapel. The man had searched his whole life for his precious Avun-Riah when all he’d had to do was stay at home, and wait for the boy to come to him.
Sobering himself, Vain returned his gaze to the man on the floor and pondered what to do with him. Finally he decided to find out how loyal the Souls of Sordarrah would be to their demon-god.
“Worm, you have done well,” praised Vain. “There is only one task left for you. You must prove to your god that you worship him above all others. I command you to climb up there” – he pointed at a ladder near the end of the warehouse that stretched high, attaching to a steel balcony—“and leap down. Your faith will ensure you do not die.”
Without hesitating, the man leaped up and raced to ascend to the balcony Vain had indicated. Reaching the railing – some forty feet above where Vain stood – the follower immediately climbed over and dove outward, his hands spread wide in ecstasy.
The thud of the man hitting the ground sent reverberations through the soles of Vain’s shoes. In turn, little remained to identify the man once the corpse stopped twitching.
“So much for faith,” mused Vain darkly.
The man’s demonstration made the assassin grit his teeth in frustration. If the Souls of Sordarrah were this fanatical about appeasing their demon-god, it would be no easy task to save the boy, especially now that they already had him in their custody.
Vain searched the room, but found no further information to help him in his quest. His head beginning to clear from the effects of the gorbach, the assassin strode from the warehouse, darkness enshrouding him in its grasp.
 



Chapter Seven
  The Avun-Riah
Sebastian Dunn had always been described as special. Special because he knew things before people said them. Special because of the nightmares he suffered when both awake and asleep. They classified him so special that for a time, his foster parents had even sent him to a special school where only special children went. You know the one. The school with fourteen year-olds in nappies and drooling. The one where they made you take all sorts of fantastic pills to stop your brain from hurting.
The one Sebastian had despised.
He’d been prodded and probed, examined inside and out, until finally on his eighth birthday the doctors had given up and admitted that Sebastian was simply special.
Several years had gone by since and Sebastian’s talents had grown. He found he could manipulate small objects at will and give simple-minded people mental suggestions which they followed to the letter. He had also learned to hide his gifts from others to avoid the questions that always arose.
When people found out he was special, they usually treated him like an imbecile; talking in single syllables at an extremely slow speed. It became particularly frustrating because most of the time Sebastian knew what they were going to say before they even opened their mouths. These were usually the same people who Sebastian gave suggestions to, normally to shut up, although he always regretted doing it afterwards.
Animals, however, were a completely different story. Animals seemed to love Sebastian. One time his foster parents had taken him to the Bronx zoo. It turned out to be one of the most wonderful days of his life. Everywhere he had ventured, the animals had flocked to him. Even the ferocious ones like tigers and lions had tried to get close to the young boy. Sebastian found he could reach into their minds also. All the emotions he had absorbed from the animals had been of love toward him, and for the first time in his short life he felt he truly belonged somewhere.
Sebastian had never really known his natural parents. His mother had died in childbirth, and his father had never been identified. Even his birth certificate held only a blank space where the father’s name should be. His foster parents were nice in their own way, but Sebastian always felt he was an embarrassment for them and avoided getting in their way too often. This unspoken arrangement seemed to suit both them and Sebastian.
Today, however, Sebastian wished for nothing more than to be back in his cozy home in Middle Village. He would even have been happy to see his snot-nosed step-brother Christian. Unfortunately, he knew he would never see any of them again.
Three days earlier, a group of men dressed completely in black had broken into his family’s home. They’d virtually torn the place to shreds looking for him until finally discovering his hiding place in the family dog’s house. The men had shot the poor beast when he had tried to defend the boy, dragging the screaming Sebastian to their van where they bound and gagged him. Three clear gunshots rang from inside his home before the vehicle shifted into gear, and drove him away.
Sebastian had tried to use his gifts against the men abducting him, but to no avail. They were mentally shielded somehow and he caught not even a whisper of a thought from any of them. One of the men had turned toward Sebastian when he tried to probe him and removed his mask. The face that looked down on him appeared at once familiar and yet unknown.
“Well, Avun-Riah, it seems we have found you just in time.” Sebastian cringed at the man’s tone. “Your foster parents led us on a merry chase around the countryside; luckily they won’t be interfering ever again. By the way, it is useless trying to read the thoughts of my followers or myself. I’ve protected their minds against your pitiful attempts. I had imagined you would be more powerful by now. I’m actually disappointed.”
Sebastian had started to cry, and the man’s laughter had echoed through the van.
Since that time he’d been locked in this room. The space itself was not uncomfortable; a single mattress lay on the floor for him to sleep on, heating flowed through the vent in the corner and there was an adjacent bathroom. Nor were the men dealing with him particularly nasty, they simply ignored him. But the emanations howling from the walls almost drove Sebastian insane. How could so much pain be trapped within such a small space? Try as he might he couldn’t shut out the screams sounding constantly in his mind.
Now all he had were the clothes on his back and the passport inside his coat pocket, a habit long-ingrained into him by his foster-parents. He’d never known it before, but guessed they’d always suspected this day might come and he might need to flee at a moment’s notice. Had they known these people were after him? He’d never know now.
The man who’d talked to him in the van had visited him several times since they’d arrived. He always spoke cordially to Sebastian, but the boy knew underneath it all the man hated him. He didn’t need his gifts to see that.
Tonight the man seemed unusually happy.
“Good news, Avun-Riah. We’ll be able to move you soon; I just have to go away for tonight, and then we can take you to a more secure place.”
“Where?” the boy asked simply.
“It doesn’t matter to you,” said the man. “All you need to know is that you’re one step closer to your journey being complete. Very soon we will not require you anymore, Avun-Riah.”
“Why do you call me that?” Sebastian inquired. The man appeared briefly confused before laughing out loud.
“Did they tell you nothing?”
“Tell me about what?” asked Sebastian.
“Oh glorious, glorious!” The man clapped his hands together in glee. “And here I was thinking this task would be difficult. You must be the easiest one I’ve ever had to find. The others at least knew to run. It seems you were only hard to locate because your foster parents couldn’t make up their minds where to live.”
“Who are you?” asked Sebastian. The man’s maniacal chortling echoed from the walls.
“Why, I am your friendly host Empeth of course.” The man gave a mock bow. “If there’s anything you require merely ask the concierge.” He turned and, still laughing, left the room.
* * * *
Sebastian awoke to the sound of something falling softly to the floor outside the room. He sat up on the mattress and instinctively focused his thoughts on the walkway beyond the single door. A rage so deep it almost burned him radiated from the being beyond the door. Not an all-consuming anger, but a controlled fury, seething deep within.
A light scratching at the lock made Sebastian cringe in fear against the wall behind his mattress. The door swung noiselessly open a moment later, revealing a figure clad entirely in black, silhouetted in the frame. The man silently approached and lifted his finger to his lips. Sebastian tried to calm himself, slowing his rapidly gasping breath and thundering heartbeat.
“Sebastian?” whispered the figure.
“You are the Dark Man here to save me,” Sebastian responded.
Vain grimaced. “I’ll take that as a yes.” He lifted the boy easily to his feet. “Follow me silently. If I hold up my hand, hide somewhere and wait for my return. Do you understand?”
Sebastian nodded, and the two moved stealthily into the corridor. The boy choked back a scream noticing the man slumped dead beside the doorway, a small dagger protruding from his neck. The assassin casually reached down and wrenched the knife clear, cleaning it on the guard’s shirt and sheathing the weapon once more within his boot. Though shocked by the assassin’s lack of emotion, Sebastian continued after him toward the end of the hallway. The Dark Man held up a single hand, and the boy slunk back into the shadows. After what seemed like an eternity, the assassin returned and signaled for him to follow.
They passed two more dead bodies in the next room, and Sebastian feared he might pass out with the horror of it all, but somehow he continued on. Three times more he had to hide before they made it through the house; the Dark Man left a total of eight bodies in their wake. This didn’t count any of the guards killed before he found Sebastian, of course, and the boy wondered if he might not be going from a bad situation into an altogether terrible one by following the assassin. Still, he continued on after the shadowy figure, finally breeching the house’s front doors. The two strolled casually down the street, Vain grasping the hand of the boy as though they were simply father and son, perhaps strolling home from a trip to the shops.
* * * *
Accessing the house had proven harder than Vain had at first anticipated. Both the front and rear entrances were watched by men armed with automatic rifles, and all the windows were securely barred. The place was like a fortress! He’d endured four hours in the bushes beside the underground driveway before a car had driven out. Vain had rolled under the security grill moments before it locked back into place. He’d killed four men searching for the door with a guard posted outside it. The small throwing dagger from his boot had flown smoothly through the air, slicing home into the guard’s neck. He had picked the lock to the room, discovering a young boy with surprisingly ancient eyes.
Getting out had been even harder, but the boy seemed to have a natural instinct for survival; his hiding places left even the Dark Man looking twice. He had to admit he was impressed by the boy’s resourcefulness.
The pair strolled the two blocks to Chapel, avoiding any unwanted attention. Vain rang the bell outside the front entrance, and they waited in silence. Not a word had passed between the two since leaving the house, but Vain hadn’t felt this comfortable with another person in a long time – if ever. It didn’t feel like a thirteen year old boy’s hand he held, more like the hand of an equal. He shook the strange thoughts away.
A delighted Tobias opened the door to Chapel and ushered them quickly inside. He called for one of the helpers to fetch some hot drinks and food for the boy.
“Oh wonder of wonders, I did not think you would do it, Dark Man!” exclaimed Tobias to Vain. “You have saved the Avun-Riah, and quite possibly the entire world!” While he spoke, his eyes never moved from Sebastian, who shifted uncomfortably in his chair under the scrutiny.
“Where is Priest?” asked Vain.
The giant looked away uneasily and remained silent.
“Where is Priest, Tobias?” repeated Vain, a note of irritation creeping into his voice.
“We do not know,” whispered Tobias. “He disappeared yesterday, and nobody has seen him since.”
“Well, my job is done,” Vain stated casually. “The boy is here, and now I’m going.” He rose and moved to leave.
“No, you can’t leave!” Tobias stood suddenly, failing to restrain his panic.
“And why not?” queried Vain softly. Sebastian felt the threat conveyed in his casual aloofness.
“B-because you are the boy’s guardian. Didn’t Priest tell you?”
“No. He asked me to save the boy, and I have.” Again he moved to leave.
Tobias moved to stand before the Dark Man and bar his exit, but the assassin proved too quick for him. Vain’s hand shot out and whipped against Tobias’s throat. The giant staggered and collapsed to his knees, gasping for breath. Sliding behind him, Vain smoothly drew a black-bladed knife, and wrenching back the man’s head, prepared to deliver the killing blow.
“NO! Stop!” screamed Sebastian, and for the first time in his life Vain paused. His knife suspended against Tobias’s flesh, and he lifted his gaze toward the boy.
“Why?”
Sebastian fell momentarily silent. The question delivered so innocently that his mind went blank.
“Because he’ll die,” he finally said.
“So?” The assassin was visibly perplexed.
“So that’s wrong,” the boy appealed lamely. “You can’t just go around killing people.”
“Why not?”
Sebastian wondered fleetingly if the Dark Man meant to tease him, but looking into his eyes realized the assassin was serious. He had no concept of right and wrong. But Sebastian knew he had to save the giant man, even if he died doing it. So he did what very few people before him had ever done and none had ever lived to tell. He sucked in his courage and stood up to confront the Dark Man.
“This man is a living, breathing creature,” began Sebastian. “If he dies, part of the world dies along with him. The entire universe is made up of energy, Dark Man, and it is all intertwined. Violent death causes ripples throughout this energy, like a pebble in a pond. If pebbles are continually thrown into the pond it will eventually overflow. Do you understand?”
The Dark Man stared blankly. “What do I care, boy, if the entire universe dies? I was born for death, it is my curse.”
“Violence is exponential, Dark Man. You came to be when the wife and daughter of Martin Roberts were killed by evil. Every evil act you’ve committed since that day has affected the families of the people who died. Their anger and pain has washed out into the world, creating more ripples. Some of the people affected by your actions have also done evil things owing to their anger with you, creating ripples of their own. Don’t you understand? The cycle is endless unless somebody stops it. You have to stop it. Your pain will never end until you do.” Sebastian acquired a tone of command in his voice and seemed to grow beyond the frail stature of a mere thirteen year-old boy.
Vain stood motionless, finally releasing Tobias. The giant ignored the assassin and looked in wonder at the boy standing before him.
“You are the Avun-Riah,” he whispered in awe before his eyes rolled back in his head and he fainted onto the carpet.
* * * *
Vain left the room and walked outside to gather his thoughts. The power the boy had exuded during his speech had overwhelmed him even if his words had not. He cared nothing for life and death, even his own, but the conviction and power with which the young boy had spoken had shaken the assassin to his very core. He felt an overwhelming desire to leave this place, returning to the life he had once known: a life without conscience or regret. At the same time, he also knew he could not leave Sebastian in the care of these people.
Disabling Tobias had been as simple as crippling a puppy. Even if Priest were to return, when the fanatical Souls of Sordarrah found this place – and he knew they would – they would tear the walls down. The boy would be in their possession once more.
Returning inside, Vain regained his composure. Tobias had awakened and conversed respectfully with Sebastian at the table where they had been sitting originally.
“What are you boy?” queried Vain. “What is the Avun-Riah?”
“I don’t really know, Dark Man,” Sebastian answered slowly, the tone of command now gone from his voice. “I hadn’t even heard the name before the man Empeth voiced it.”
“Empeth!” hissed Vain. “You met him? Is he still at the house?”
“Yes and no. I spoke to him and he told me his name, but he left right before you arrived.”
Cursing, Vain paced across the room. When he looked up at the boy his face had regained its impassiveness.
“Try to remember everything you can about him, it’s very important,” Vain encouraged.
Sebastian paused before beginning, gathering his thoughts. He relayed how he had been kidnapped, the few details he had gleaned from Empeth’s conversation, finishing with the Dark Man’s rescue.
Vain tried to disguise his disappointment. “There is nothing else you might have forgotten?”
Sebastian shook his head.
“That must have been him driving out of the garage when I slipped in,” muttered Vain, half to himself. He had only glimpsed the driver, but supposed he might recognize him if he saw him again. This could all be finished if he could just kill the man now.
Turning to Tobias, Vain said, “I’m taking him away from here, to somewhere safe.”
“But a moment ago –”
“A moment ago is not now,” growled Vain. “Priest is not here, and you couldn’t protect him from a flock of ducklings.”
Tobias tried to argue the point further, but Vain shot him an icy look that silenced him instantly. He self-consciously moved his hand to shield his throat.
Taking the boy’s hand, Vain moved toward the rear of the building.
“If Priest returns,” he called over his shoulder, “tell him I’ll be in touch.”
“B-but...,” began Tobias. He blinked his eyes. The Dark Man and Sebastian were already gone.
* * * *
“How did you do that?” asked Sebastian as they moved swiftly through the darkened streets.
“Do what?” replied Vain, glancing around warily at the empty road behind them.
“That man, Tobias. He is the biggest person I’ve ever seen, and yet, you overcame him like it was nothing. I’ve never seen anybody move that fast before.”
“Like I said, boy,” Vain admonished, “it is my curse. There’s nothing I can’t kill.”
Sebastian pondered this silently. “Have you ever tried?” he finally asked.
“Tried what?”
“Tried not to kill,” said Sebastian simply.
Vain stopped walking and looked down at the child. “Don’t try to judge me boy. I am a killer and that’s all. If I wasn’t, you’d still be back at Empeth’s funhouse waiting to die. Maybe you’d like me to drop you off there before I set off for the nearest monastery to repent my sins.”
Sebastian shook his head rapidly and remained silent.
“Fine, it’s decided.” Vain resumed his stride. “I’ll do all the killing, and you do all the stuff that an Avun-Riah does. Whatever the hell that is.”
The pair walked together in silence until they reached the subway station. They boarded a train that took them to Tremont, after which they made their way on foot to the Dark Man’s abode. Sebastian noticed that Vain never looked at ease. At the same time, he never seemed tense. Almost as though he maintained a constant vigil, watching for an enemy he couldn’t yet see, but knew lurked out there, somewhere.
Sebastian stifled a sneeze when they entered the apartment. Dust plumed up from the worn carpet, and the Dark Man chuckled coldly.
“I’m sorry, your majesty,” said the assassin sarcastically, “the maid has taken the year off. I hope my meager accommodation is acceptable.”
Sebastian ignored the comment, gazing around the room. The Dark Man released the hidden panel, proceeding to return his weapons methodically to their allocated positions. The young boy observed him in amazement. In stark contrast to the room, the weapons cabinet appeared immaculate. Not a touch of dust or grime marred its surfaces, and the weapons themselves gleamed, freshly oiled and polished. The boy required no great knowledge of the man to see where his priorities lay in life – or death as it were.
“Why do you live here, Dark Man?” Sebastian asked innocently.
“I have to live somewhere,” answered Vain simply, sliding the panel back into place.
“That’s not what I meant. I get the feeling you are very good at... the things that you do. Surely you must get paid well. Why do you choose to live in such squalor when you could live somewhere... nicer?”
Vain stood silently with his back to Sebastian. “This place is where I live. That is all.” He spoke quietly, facing the wall. “Other places aren’t designed for people like me.”
“What do you mean, ‘people like you’?”
“I’m an assassin!” snapped Vain, spinning around to face the shocked boy. “Don’t think for a second that I’m some storybook hero you can rely on to save you from these people every time. I don’t ride a white horse and I don’t wear silver armor. I hunt people down, torture and slaughter them, for money I’ll never use.”
Sebastian grew silent, knowing he should say no more, yet the weight of his thoughts became too much and he finally gave in to the temptation. “But you saved me. That ought to mean something.”
“Bah! I saved you on a whim!” spat Vain, waving his hand dismissively. “Tomorrow I might kill you on a whim!”
“I don’t think you will.” Sebastian’s voice seemed small, but confident.
Vain looked around the room for something to absorb his rage. His first instinct was to kill the object of his frustration, but every time he gazed at the boy he remembered Angelique. Calming himself, he turned back to where Sebastian sat on the corner of his mattress.
“Don’t try to save me, boy,” he said sadly. “It’s too late for that.”
“Maybe,” Sebastian mused oddly. Without explanation he rolled over on the mattress and went to sleep.
Vain gazed intently at the boy and shook his head slowly before lying down on the ground. He removed his pistols and placed them on the floor beside him. He hoped the dreams might stay away for just one night, but knew they would be waiting.
* * * *
Vain sat bolt upright, the twin silenced Glocks seemingly sliding into his hands of their own volition. A noise he’d never heard before had awoken him: the sound of knocking on his front door.
Silent as a spirit, Vain moved to the door and waited. The knocking came again and he peered through the peephole to see who stood on the other side.
An extremely ragged Priest leaned against the opposite wall. His face was cut, and his clothing torn and soiled. Vain backed away from the door and into the bathroom, praying the knocking wouldn’t awaken the still-sleeping boy.
Climbing through the tiny bathroom window he edged his way along a thin ridge of brickwork that led around to an external stairwell. Leaping silently onto the stairs, he moved along to the corner and quickly glanced to where his front door lay.
Priest stood alone and exhausted outside the apartment. After a quick check to make sure nobody else hid nearby, Vain approached the black man with his pistols drawn.
“What are you doing here?” asked the Dark Man, making Priest jump in surprise before wincing in pain.
“Dark... Man!” he gasped. “We must... talk, inside... quickly.”
“I don’t think you’ll be doing anything quickly for a while, Priest,” said Vain, unlocking the door and half-carrying the other man inside.
Sebastian awoke with the noise of the door and looked alarmed at the sight of Priest. Quickly recovering, he helped Vain carry him to the mattress.
“Who did this to you, Priest?” demanded Vain once they had lain him down. Sebastian moved away and watched Priest with an odd look upon his face, saying nothing.
“Em... peth,” he gasped. “He tricked me. Made me think the Avun-Riah was in danger….”
Vain’s senses began to prickle. “How did you get free?” he asked urgently.
“Don’t... know. Too... much pain.”
Vain’s instincts suddenly screamed at him to flee. “Priest, how did you find me?”
“Read... it. When I... first... met you.” Priest’s voice cracked as he tried to force out the words.
A trap!
“We have to go.” Vain hustled Sebastian, moving to the hidden panel, rapidly loading weapons into a large black bag. The boy nodded and moved to help Priest.
“Leave him!” snapped Vain. “We can’t get away if we have to carry dead meat as well!”
Sebastian moved to argue, but Priest stopped him. “Must go... Avun-Riah. Must... survive. Your task…is more important…than me.”
“I won’t let you die! We can all go together!” cried Sebastian.
“No, the Dark Man is... right,” panted Priest. “I can... delay them... here.”
Sebastian moved to argue further, but Vain grabbed him roughly by the arm and lifted him to his feet. “You heard him, let’s go!”
“Vain...,” breathed Priest. The Dark Man glanced down at the dying man. “Take Avun-Riah to... Rome. Saint Peter’s... Basilica. Father... Armadeuso will help you.”
“Rome eh?” Vain contemplated the dying man before removing a sawn-off, double-barreled shotgun from the bag and passing it to Priest. “Good luck, black man.”
Vain half-dragged the crying boy away from the door, escaping down the staircase just as the ancient elevator doors opened in the hall. A tall man dressed completely in white slid from the elevator and made his way to the Dark Man’s apartment.
Walking through the open doorway, the tall man smiled menacingly at the dying man.
“Well, Priest, it seems you were no use to me after all. I’m afraid I won’t be able to let you die now.”
Priest peered up from the mattress and managed a thin smile of his own, “I wish I could say the same for you, Empeth.”
He fired two blasts from the shotgun hidden beneath the blanket. The first hurtled by Empeth’s face and into the ceiling of the apartment, but the second ripped straight into his stomach, knocking him back against the wall.
Priest’s smile grew a little wider, but dropped altogether when he heard Empeth’s laughter. The man drew himself back up to his full height and laughed even louder, so much so that tears began to roll down his angular face.
“My goodness, Priest,” said Empeth with sickly sweetness, brushing the smoldering threads around the small holes in his white shirt. “I really thought you knew better than that by now.”
Empeth pounced with the speed of a jaguar onto the helpless Priest, and the black man’s screams echoed through the walls of the apartment and out into the night sky.
* * * *
Vain and Sebastian encountered two men moving up the stairs toward them. Without hesitation, Vain drew one of his silenced pistols and dispatched them both, not even breaking stride. He bypassed the street level exit, continuing to the complex’s basement garage. Throwing aside a large tarpaulin, he revealed a jet-black Ferrari; its gleaming paintwork and low, aerodynamic features throwing a stark contrast against the musty garage.
“Get in,” he commanded Sebastian and the boy obliged without comment, too stunned by the car’s appearance to speak.
Vain noticed the expression on the boy’s face. “It belonged to a drug dealer I met once and I took it when I left. He didn’t need it anymore.” A malevolent smirk crossed his lips.
Sebastian couldn’t believe the Dark Man’s calm as they sped down the street. Even fleeing the apartment in fear for their lives, the assassin had barely broken a sweat. He held not the slightest bit of tension in his being. Apart from the fact they were driving nearly ninety miles per hour, they could simply have been cruising for the sheer enjoyment of it.
Sirens suddenly blared behind them. Vain cursed, glancing into the rear-view mirror and seeing the flashing blue and red lights following them at speed.
“You’d better put on your seatbelt, boy.” Vain grinned. “I’d hate to have gone through all of this to have you die in a car crash – airbags or not.”
Glancing ahead, there were now two more police cars pulling into the lanes on either side of them, trying to box them in.
“Pick up the black bag from the floor,” said Vain. Sebastian tried, but found it too heavy. “Open it instead, and pass me the large gun near the top.”
Sebastian unzipped the bag and gasped in shock. The arsenal of weapons would make Dirty Harry drool. Putting aside his surprise, he quickly searched through the cache and soon found the gun Vain had requested. He recognized it easily. How could he not? Clearly the largest weapon in the bag – apart from the rifles – he wondered absently why its barrel yawned so wide. He hoisted the gun with both hands and heaved it into the Dark Man’s lap.
Vain managed the grenade-launcher comfortably with his right hand, waiting for the right moment. One of his Glocks would probably have sufficed, but he wanted to put a scare into the police in the hope they would back off altogether. He’d never had to use the launcher before, preferring the silent approach, but he’d heard what they could do and hoped it would be enough.
Waiting until the car to the left of him pulled slightly in front of him, Vain suddenly swerved the Ferrari to the right, jamming it into the police car positioned there. At the same time he fired the launcher through the Ferrari’s open driver’s-side window, hitting the police car on his left side perfectly.
The resulting explosion proved too effective, blowing Vain’s car sideways and almost off the road. Luckily, he had still been maintaining their speed, otherwise they would have probably both been killed in the resulting blast. Instead, he sped away along the highway, leaving the remaining police cruisers screeching to a standstill and screaming into their radios for further instructions. For the time being, the pursuit ground to a halt.
“Remind me to never use that thing again,” rasped Vain dryly, throwing the still smoking grenade launcher on top of the bag.
Sebastian sat speechless. How could the Dark Man be so cold when he had just done something so horrible? Tears flowed freely down the young boy’s face.
“Pull the car over now, Dark Man,” said Sebastian between sobs.
“I am,” said Vain calmly. He soon slowed and moved off the road into a busy car park before winding down the ramp to the underground level.
“You killed him!” screamed Sebastian when they stopped.
“We don’t have time for this, boy; we have to get another car before they find us.”
“I’m not going any further with you, murderer!” spat the boy. “Leave me here so I don’t have to witness any more of your killing.”
Vain sat silently and contemplated the idea. The boy would probably be safe with the police. But even as he thought it, the image of Priest lying wounded on the mattress came back to him and he felt a strange tug inside him. Turning it over he realized it was guilt. Priest had entrusted him with the boy’s safety and now he pondered casting him to the wolves. The police couldn’t protect him from a fanatical group like the Souls of Sordarrah any more than the lost souls of Chapel.
“Damn you, boy!” roared Vain suddenly. “What are you doing to me? What kind of spell have you and that black bastard cast on me?”
“Spell? I don’t know any spells, Dark Man,” said Sebastian, fighting his shock at the Dark Man’s unexpected burst of venom.
“Bullshit!” Vain bellowed. “Ever since I met the two of you I’ve been... confused. My life never seemed complicated before. I killed people and felt nothing; now I’ve got you whining to me every time I do something to keep you alive and it’s driving me crazy.”
“And now you’re starting to feel bad about it,” whispered Sebastian in amazement.
“No! I’m just sick of being judged by a boy barely old enough to wipe his own snot,” spat Vain.
Sebastian sat reflecting on what had just transpired and decided not to push it any further for the time being. Without saying a word, he opened the door of the car and stepped out. When Vain didn’t respond, he leaned back into the window and said, “I don’t know a good one to take, can you give me a hand?”
Vain looked back at the boy blankly before climbing smoothly out of the car and moving to the passenger side where he collected his bag. Shaking his head in frustration, the assassin followed the young boy through the parking lot to help him pick a car for them to steal.
 



Chapter Eight
  A Roman Holiday
Arriving at the airport, the odd pair found it surprisingly quiet. Apparently there had been a terrorist attack against a police unit on the highway, and several people had decided to cancel their flights.
Vain still had the large bag of weapons to deal with. Finding a contact for weapons in Rome could prove difficult, but he didn’t want to risk being caught with them. Sneaking one or two weapons onto a plane was straightforward enough, but twenty or thirty created a different scenario; especially with the threat of terrorist attacks lingering like a miasmic odor.
Ideally, Vain would have chartered a private flight to Rome, but he wanted to keep a low profile. Finally, he decided to leave all the weapons behind and fly commercially. He could probably have snuck through easily enough with the Glocks, but the security in the airport had been stepped up after his fiasco on the highway and he cursed himself for his stupidity.
Unwilling to risk being searched in customs, Vain left the bag containing his weapons behind a huge terracotta vase before making his way to the counter and buying two first-class tickets on the next available flight to Rome.
At least his blood money was useful for something.
They waited in silence until their flight boarded, each feeling strangely comfortable with the other. It came as an odd sensation for the assassin. Normally loathe to spend even a few moments with another human being, sitting silently beside the boy began to seem natural for Vain and he felt reluctant to break that small comfort with talk of things to come.
Finally, they boarded their plane and took their seats in the first-class cabin at the front of the plane. Rising into the air, the strain from the last few days caught up with Vain and he nodded off to sleep.
It seemed only moments later that he awoke to somebody yelling, and a woman’s scream. Opening his eyes a fraction; he glanced down the aisle, and saw the body of a stewardess lying in a pool of her own blood. Above her stood a man holding some sort of trigger in one hand and a bloodied knife in the other.
“I am here to bring a message to the pigs in America!” yelled the man. “We will no longer stand for their capitalist propaganda in my country. I will kill everybody on board unless my demands are met!”
Vain studied the man through his slitted eyes: no discernable ethnic origin, speaking with an American accent. Dressed in a dark gray suit, his seat had been only two from the front row. The would-be terrorist’s knife had come from the drinks tray, used to cut the lemons. The man couldn’t be a terrorist. Vain’s suspicions were confirmed when the man opened his shirt to reveal rows of what appeared to be explosives strapped to his chest.
“I have two kilograms of C4 explosive here and if we do not turn this plane toward... err, Cuba... I will detonate it and kill us all!”
Vain chuckled loudly, and the terrorist turned toward the sound.
“Please be quiet, Dark Man,” whispered Sebastian, “I really don’t think we should get involved.”
“We already are involved boy,” said Vain quietly, “And if these idiots listen to that dickhead it will disturb my plans. Just sit there and keep still.”
“Please, just do one thing,” pleaded the boy. “Don’t kill him; he’s not really that bad, deep down.”
Vain looked at the boy blankly for a moment before stepping boldly into the aisle of the plane. The terrorist turned toward the large figure in black standing before him and blinked quickly, unable to believe what he was seeing.
“S-sit down asshole!” the man yelled nervously. “Sit down or I’ll blow this plane right out of the damn sky.”
Vain calmly advanced on the terrorist. “How are you going to do that with a garage door remote control and two kilos of play-dough?” the assassin asked coolly.
“B-b-but, no, it’s C4.” Sweat popped out on the man’s brow.
“Please don’t treat me like these other cattle crammed into this tin box,” snarled Vain. He had almost reached the man now and stopped only a few feet short of where the terrorist stood nervously. “Now why don’t you be a good little boy and go sit down and play with your toys instead of scaring the other sheep.”
The man remained frozen. Opposition to his scheme obviously hadn’t been considered in his original planning. In fact, it seemed there had been very little planning involved in anything he’d done up to this point.
With a sudden slash he made a clumsy lunge at the Dark Man with his knife. Vain casually brushed the blade aside and delivered a lightning fast open-handed slap to the man’s cheek. The crack of the man’s jaw breaking echoed through the silent cabin, and the terrorist slumped unconscious to the floor. Vain knelt down and collected the blade from the aisle, pausing above the unconscious figure as though uncertain of what to do next. He reached over to the chair beside him and cut the seatbelt straps to bind the man’s hands and feet.
The entire cabin remained motionless and silent until the assassin stood and returned to his seat. When he sat, the passengers began to clap, slowly at first, but increasing in volume as the enormity of what had just happened began to sink in. Cabin crew members moved to check on the fallen woman and to ensure the man was secure before joining in the applause.
Vain ignored the clapping, awaiting quiet and hoping to reclaim his sleep. Several passengers moved to try to shake his hand, but an ominous look from the assassin quickly returned them to their seats.
“Thank you, Dark Man,” said Sebastian when the commotion had died down.
“What for?” grunted Vain, keeping his eyes shut.
“For not killing him. It was a good deed.”
“I didn’t do it for you, boy,” said Vain. “If I had killed him it would have raised too many questions. We’re going to have a hard enough time when we reach the airport. You ought to get some sleep.”
“I think you did it for another reason.”
“Oh yeah? Well I think you should shut up and stop thinking so much. The surgeon general says it may be hazardous for your health, especially around me.” With that he rolled over and effectively ended the conversation.
Sebastian sat silently, a strange smile warming his face while looking at the assassin’s back. Turning to gaze out the window, he caught the first rays of light emerging on the horizon.
* * * *
Getting off the plane proved to be a task in itself. After the failed hijack attempt, the entire airport in Rome swarmed with both police and reporters, all wanting to see the hero who had saved the airplane.
A hero who never appeared.
Vain and Sebastian had slipped down into the baggage area shortly before the plane had landed, and the assassin had pried apart the access to the plane’s landing gear. Once the plane had stopped at the terminal, the two dropped to the ground and slipped out through the baggage handling area of the airport. In the car park, Vain stole a small hatch-back from one of the lots and the two had slipped away unnoticed.
The city’s narrow streets were crowded, and it took them a couple of hours to get to St. Peter’s Basilica. Once there, Vain asked one of the priests where they could find Father Armadeuso. When the man stared at him blankly, the assassin repeated the request in perfect Italian, to which the man readily nodded, directing them to the rear of the compound, toward a small building set aside from the main.
“I didn’t know you could speak Italian,” Sebastian mused as they walked to the building.
“Neither did I,” muttered Vain.
“How did you know it wasn’t a real bomb on the plane?”
“I smelled it,” said the assassin simply. “Now don’t ask me any more stupid questions.”
Sebastian grumbled something under his breath, and Vain stopped and looked at him. “I thought you were supposed to be some great holy guru or something. All I’ve seen so far is a little boy with too many questions and too much attitude. If you’re so special, why do you even need me to look after you? Why not just use your mighty magic bullshit and save yourself?”
“I don’t have any magic, Dark Man. I sometimes see things and know things that other people don’t, but it is nothing magical. As to being a guru, I have never claimed to be anything other than what I am; a boy with too many questions and too much attitude,” Sebastian finished sweetly with a wide smile.
Vain momentarily glowered down at the boy before moving on toward the building in silence. Inside, a single hunched figure knelt in prayer. Sebastian waited at the doorway while the assassin approached him.
“Are you Father Armadeuso?” growled Vain bluntly when the old man did not look up.
“I am,” said the man.
“Priest sent us to you.”
“Which priest my son? There are many.”
“Not a priest, idiot. Priest from New York.”
Father Armadeuso’s eyes widened in shock, both from the insult and the tone with which the assassin relayed it.
“Priest sent you?” he gasped, rising swiftly from the floor. “And who might you be?”
“That’s not important. This is the Avun-Riah and Priest said you could help us. I just hope you don’t start babbling on with more psychic bullshit. I’ve just about had my fill of it.”
“Avun-Riah?” whispered Father Armadeuso, wonderment rippling through his eyes while appraising Sebastian. “I had not thought I would live to see the day.”
“Yeah, well now you have,” said Vain impatiently. “Get over it.”
“What is it I can do for you?” inquired the old priest.
“How much do you know?”
“Priest studied here with me for almost a year, trying to learn more about the Avun-Riah and the Souls of Sordarrah. I am the one who discovered the existence of Empeth.”
“Well good for you,” retorted Vain. “When you finish patting yourself on the back, maybe you can tell us what to do. Priest is dead, and I think the Souls of Sordarrah might not be too far behind us.”
“Priest is dead?” wheezed the old priest. “How did he die?”
“Your Empeth turned up and got him when he was looking for us.”
“Are you sure he is dead?” asked Father Armadeuso shakily.
“Pretty sure. I’ve never known for men to live long after yodeling like Priest did.”
“There are worse things than death, my son,” murmured the old priest. “And unfortunately the man you are facing is a master in many dark arts that would be better lost in the sands of time. I fear Empeth may be gathering The Four to come after you.”
“The Four?” asked Vain.
“Better known as the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Legend says they will ride across the Earth on the Day of Judgment.”
Vain gazed expressionlessly at the priest. “Is there a special school where they send all you idiots to learn this bullshit?” he asked coldly. “If I hear any more talk of Days of Judgment or horsemen riding out of a two hundred thousand year-old bastard named Empeth’s ass I swear I’ll kill every mother-fucker in this place. Tell me something based on fact old man, or I’ll carve large holes in your head to help you understand me.”
“You dare say these things in the house of God!” cried Father Armadeuso, making the sign of the cross.
“I dare, old man. Where is your God now? How strong will your faith be after I shred your carcass and piss in your skull?”
“Who are you to say such things?” whispered the quivering priest.
“I am Vain,” the Dark Man hissed bitingly.
Father Armadeuso paled and his hands began to shake. “Y-you’re an assassin,” he stammered. “Priest mentioned you, but I thought he was joking. You kill and torture people for money. You are evil personified. What was Priest thinking, enlisting your aid?”
“I don’t know and I wish more than anything he hadn’t. But right now I’m all you’ve got, so you’d better get used to it.”
The old priest swallowed heavily, pausing to let his nerves settle. “The people you are up against are zealots,” he began carefully. “They will stop at nothing to obtain the Avun-Riah. They believe their leader Empeth can summon demons in the guise of men, and that when the time is right he will summon The Four into the world of man. The Four will then kill the unbelievers and deliver the Avun-Riah to the place of atonement.”
“Where is this place,” asked Vain.
“The writings we have say nothing of its exact location, although they do mention a land in the West, possibly somewhere in America. When the child is sacrificed they assert the Earth will plunge into darkness for a thousand years, during which the impure will be cleansed, and only the true followers of Sordarrah will be left to inhabit the world.”
Vain pondered the old man’s words. The Souls of Sordarrah were fanatical – he had already seen what their beliefs could drive them to. The Four could be merely skilled assassins like himself – dangerous, but still vulnerable to death if it came down to it. If they wanted to have the boy back in America, simply staying away from there should eliminate the issue. After all, it was only months until the time of the sacrifice, and if they survived long enough they might have to hide no longer.
“I need weapons, where can I find them?” asked Vain.
“W-weapons?” responded Father Armadeuso incredulously. “What makes you think I would know anything about weapons?”
“Why did that black bastard send me to you? Are you going to be any help at all or just continue rambling on about hocus-pocus bullshit?” sneered the assassin. “If you don’t know where I can buy guns, could you kindly point me in the direction of somebody who does?”
Father Armadeuso ignored the Dark Man’s scorn. “I believe there is a gun shop owner on Portecelli Avenue who may be able to assist you. A man told one of the other priests in confession that he had bought some guns illegally from him about a month ago.”
“I thought confession is supposed to be kept secret, Father. Do you treat all of the church’s sacraments so lightly?”
The priest shrugged his shoulders. “I think when you’re facing the end of the world, God won’t mind a few little slips along the way.”
Vain fixed the priest with an impassive stare before grinning. “I may come to like you yet, old man. Keep sinning for a few more years and we might even manage to be friends. Just try to avoid the temptation of those little altar boys.”
Father Armadeuso grew speechless with rage while Vain walked off chuckling loudly, pausing at the door to collect Sebastian.
“We need to stay here for a while, organize something while we’re out,” he called back to the priest without turning.
Father Armadeuso stood frozen to the spot for a long time after the two had disappeared. He wondered what was worse; the Avun-Riah in the hands of the Souls of Sordarrah, or under the protection of the Dark Man.
* * * *
Vain met with the short, pug-faced gun shop owner that afternoon. At first the man refused adamantly to sell the assassin anything without the proper ID or licenses, but soon changed his tune when Vain produced a thick wad of bills from the pocket of his black jacket.
“I really need these guns to take my son hunting this weekend,” he lied smoothly. “Could you please assist me? I’m willing to pay whatever you want.”
Whatever he wanted turned out to be almost four times the normal price, but Vain simply smiled stiffly and handed over the money.
“Come again,” called out the shop owner as they left.
“Be careful what you wish for,” Vain returned coldly over his shoulder.
When they arrived back at the church they found arrangements had been made for them to stay in a small villa close by. Several days passed and they rarely left their rooms except to go to the library where Father Armadeuso had left the secret tomes of Sordarrah for Vain to read. He refused to let the assassin take the books from the church grounds and vehemently denied Vain when he’d tried.
“I need these books, you old bastard,” Vain had protested. “I need to know my enemy and I don’t want to sit in this stuffy hole to study them.”
“You can ask me,” Father Armadeuso replied, “I know everything there is within those pages.”
“You’re even stuffier than the library,” Vain snapped. “I could just take the books you know. There’s nobody here who could stop me.”
That had brought a chuckle from the old priest. “If you take the books from holy ground, Empeth will feel it. He will know where you are and come to Rome looking for you.”
“More bullshit.” Vain rolled his eyes.
“Maybe,” agreed Father Armadeuso, “but do you want to take that risk? I think you’re starting to run out of countries willing to accept your fake passport.”
Finally, Sebastian settled the matter, convincing the Dark Man to come to the library with him. “It will give us a chance to get out and see the town a little bit, just in case we need to get somewhere quickly again.”
Vain caught his meaning and reluctantly agreed. It would be good to see the area around them in case they had to run again, and going to the library afforded a reasonable excuse. During one of these sojourns, a visitor arrived to see them. The library was empty, and Vain heard the light footsteps slowly approach.
“Well, well. Finally I have found you.”
Vain reached for the pistol concealed within his jacket. “There is no need for that, Dark Man, we are old friends and should have no use for weapons.”
The speaker moved into sight. Sebastian gasped. It was Priest! Yet something chillingly darker lingered about the man that Vain couldn’t quite place.
“Stay where you are, boy.” Vain slid smoothly to his feet. “What’s going on, Priest? We were certain you were dead when we left you. There’s no way you could have survived those wounds.”
“Ah yes, the wounds. Well, Empeth was nice enough to heal those so that I could come here for you. Unfortunately your friend Priest couldn’t come as well. There wasn’t enough room in here for the two of us.” The visitor smiled darkly.
Vain noticed a mark on the man’s brow, briefly caught in the candlelight, a pattern of interwoven lines constantly moving beneath his skin, almost as if something were crawling in the same pattern just below the surface, over and over again.
“Who are you?” asked Vain coolly. Sebastian looked on quizzically, but remained silent.
“Perhaps you have heard of me, Dark Man,” Priest’s form pronounced calmly. “I am Sekiel. I am Death. The last of The Four to be reborn and I am hungry, so give me the boy or get out of my way!”
Two cracks echoed from the walls. The shots were possibly the fastest in Vain’s career, but they were to no avail. Both bullets hit Sekiel square in the chest, failing even to draw a pause. The bullets simply stopped short and crumpled on impact, making two light clunks dropping to the floor.
Sekiel brushed the spot where the bullets had struck with the back of his hand, like shooing away an annoying insect. His hand shot forward with lightning speed, making to grab the assassin, but it was flung back roughly, seeming to have hit an invisible barrier.
Sekiel cradled his hand, apparently stung from the incident. “Unfortunately my powers are weak here and I am unable to deal with you while you cower on holy ground.” He almost spat the words. “I guess we’ll just have to wait for you to leave. You can’t stay in here forever.”
Sekiel turned and strode from the library, his words taunting the frustrated assassin and terrifying the boy.
* * * *
“We have to get you out of here.” Vain quickly grabbed Sebastian’s hand.
“Wait,” pleaded Sebastian, pulling his hand from the Dark Man’s grasp. “They will know the exits. We must find another way.”
Vain weighed their options and cursed himself for his stupidity. What had he been thinking? To tell the truth, Sekiel scared the assassin in a way no other living thing ever had, even before his display of power. Gritting his teeth, Vain pushed aside his panic and calmed his thoughts.
Escape.
Looking around, he noted four main exits. Anticipating his enemies would have all four covered, he examined other possibilities. The windows above were too high to carry the boy to, and even if he could, he doubted they could both jump to an adjoining rooftop, the closest being at least twelve feet away.
A priest entered the library to investigate the noises and instantly Vain grabbed him and pulled him aside.
“Did you see anyone outside?” Vain hissed at the startled priest.
“A man dressed in black, like you. His eyes were the same.”
“How do you mean?” asked Vain.
“They were... dead.”
Vain grimaced and released the frightened priest. “What lies below the library?” he asked.
“Nothing... except for the sewers.”
“Can we get to them?” asked Vain.
“Well, yes I suppose you could go through the grill in the basement, but why would you want to do such a thing?” The priest frowned.
“Just for the atmosphere of the place, Father,” grunted Vain dryly. “Can’t get enough of it. Now shut up and show us the way.”
The terrified priest moved to the corner behind the unattended library desk and lifted a rug. Beneath it hid a square trapdoor which the assassin quickly pulled open. The priest handed Vain a small torch from underneath the desk and stepped back.
“Is there anything you want me to tell Father Armadeuso?” he asked tremulously.
“Yes. Tell the old bastard to pray for us,” muttered Vain, descending the iron ladder.
Sebastian thanked the priest politely before following the assassin into the dark basement where Vain knelt near the corner.
“Here, hold this,” said the assassin, handing Sebastian the torch. Vain then grasped the metal grill with both hands and strained to tear it from the bricks setting it into the floor. The Dark Man’s muscles bulged beneath his jacket until, with a low groan, he finally tore the grill out and flung it aside with a loud clang.
“You didn’t have to be so rude to him you know,” Sebastian rebuked him softly.
“What?” Vain turned roughly to look at the boy, incomprehension furrowing his brow.
“The priest. He only meant to help. You could see he was scared.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Vain incredulously. “You’ve just seen a guy we both know was dead, up there walking and talking again, even after I shot at him – which by the way, didn’t even crease his shirt – and you’re worried about my manners?”
“No, I’m not kidding,” said Sebastian, his confidence growing. “Sometimes you can just be rude for no reason. It doesn’t hurt to be nice once in a while you know.”
“Jesus, you sound just like my wife,” grumbled Vain, returning his attention to the entrance of the sewer.
“Was she always right too?” asked Sebastian quietly.
Vain paused, realizing what he had just said. He had no wife. He had another man’s memories of a wife floating around in his head, but that didn’t make them his. He shook the thoughts away.
“Shut up, boy, or I’ll give you some horror stories about premature ejaculation that will keep you awake for a month.”
“What’s that?” asked Sebastian innocently.
“Don’t worry, you’ll find out on your own soon enough,” Vain chuckled. “If we live though this,” he added softly to himself.
Vain led the way into the dark of the sewers, and the two marched through the filth for almost an hour before he felt satisfied they were far enough from the library and their pursuers. They soon found an overhead manhole cover that they hoped would lead outside and into some fresh air.
Climbing an iron ladder bolted into the wall, Vain put his shoulder to the cover and heaved it open, gasping at the fresh air filling his lungs. Suddenly his senses flared and he felt the onset of danger. Before he could react however, a hand grabbed the collar of his shirt and easily hauled him from the hole. Sebastian quickly followed up the ladder, stepping out to see the Dark Man on the ground surrounded by four figures. Sekiel smiled maliciously.
“Run boy! Now!” roared Vain, but even as he turned, Sebastian’s arms were pinned behind him in a vice-like grip.
“You forgot, Dark Man: your friend Priest could read your thoughts,” derided Sekiel. “That power is now mine. We were able to follow you easily. You might as well have been walking through the main street with a flashing neon sign above your head.” The Four chuckled mirthlessly.
Sekiel loomed forward, but the Dark Man leaped to his feet and drew his two Glocks. The Four now laughed with genuine amusement, and Sekiel slapped the pistols aside with lightning alacrity.
“I thought you would have learned by now, Dark Man,” he sneered. “Your puny weapons have no effect on us.” His right hand shot forward, gripping the assassin by the throat and lifting him effortlessly from his feet. Vain fought frantically against the grip, but his blows had no more effect than a feather against a mountain. Gradually he weakened and his struggles lessened. Sekiel scornfully threw him to the ground like a doll, leaving the assassin gasping for breath.
“Really, Dark Man, I thought you would have given us more sport. I’m not going to kill you just yet, though. Let me introduce you to somebody you have something in common with. This is Bennael, another member of The Four. He also answers to ‘War’,” said Sekiel, pointing to one of the figures standing with him. The man he indicated wore a long black coat that did nothing to disguise the muscular frame beneath it. His hair burned fiery red in stark contrast to his pale skin. The only other color in his visage came from eyes – a deep crimson with no visible pupil.
“Bennael possesses the body of a man named Gustav, the supposed protector of the last Avun-Riah, who shot the girl, destroying Empeth’s incantations, thus delaying our master until this time. Gustav’s reward for his efforts was to have his soul shredded from his body. He wanders eternally in the blood-drenched halls of Sordarrah, his servant for all time. At least he put up a good fight, not like this petty tussle you’ve displayed. If you’re the best our enemies could find I almost pity them....”
“Anyway, Dark Man, I think I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Bennael. He hasn’t been able to have much fun since his re-incarnation and he seems a bit distressed of late. Do try to cheer him up won’t you. Goodbye, Dark Man, we won’t meet again,” finished Sekiel before turning away.
“Don’t count on it, boogieman,” rasped Vain through his damaged throat, “I’m not finished yet.”
“Yes you are. You’ve failed,” Sekiel commented without turning. The three figures strode down the deserted street, casually dragging the screaming Sebastian behind them, leaving the Dark Man to face Bennael alone.
Something inside Vain cracked at the sight of the boy shrieking. Slowly, he rose from the street and faced his opponent, wrath radiating from within him.
He would not fail again, not like before.
Bennael saw the look and laughed. “Well,” he said beneath a thick German accent, “perhaps there is more bite to you after all.”
Vain simply stood motionless and waited for his opponent to move. A sword materialized in Bennael’s right hand – right out of thin air! Vain tried desperately to visualize a way to defeat this demon. If he were anything like Sekiel, Vain knew he had little chance of surviving this encounter unless he out-thought his opponent.
Bennael leaped forward with a lightning slash of his sword. The assassin half ducked, half slid beneath the blow and the sword impacted with the brick wall behind him and smashed straight through, raining a minor avalanche of brickwork down upon the demon.
Momentarily, Bennael’s larger figure was immobilized, his arm and sword wedged in the collapsed wall. Vain stole the chance to roll out of the way and managed to collect one of his pistols from the street. Rising up, he strode to where Bennael stood and raised the pistol to the back of his head.
“Try to stop this one, demon,” whispered Vain, his finger tensing on the trigger. But Bennael wasn’t finished. With a surge of immense strength, he pulled his arm free of the wall, demolishing the entire corner of the building. Lunging backward, his elbow connected with Vain’s ribs and flung him through the air to land in a motionless heap yards away.
Bennael chuckled and strode to where Vain lay. He hoisted the assassin easily by the collar of his jacket and prepared for the final blow.
“Looks like there is only bark left in you, old dog.” Bennael smirked.
“Woof,” whispered Vain, raising the pistol to Bennael’s head and discharging it point-blank between the eyebrows.
No blood. No gray brain matter splattering against his clothes. Bennael simply dropped the Dark Man and staggered backward. Vain collapsed weakly to the ground. The larger man’s red eyes slowly rolled back in his head, his sword clattering useless beside him.
Vain struggled to his feet and probed his injured ribs with the fingers of his left hand while keeping the Glock trained as steadily as possible on the figure lying before him. Satisfied he’d broken nothing, Vain shuffled forward and gazed at the face of the demon.
Not a mark creased Bennael’s brow. He had taken a ten millimeter bullet from an unsilenced Glock 20 in the face and didn’t even have a bruise to show for it. Vain contemplated emptying the magazine into the demon, but he guessed it’d make no difference and only attract unwanted attention. He collected his other pistol and shuffled away in what he hoped was the direction of the church.
He’d need all the help he could find – even if it had to come from a God he despised.
* * * *
Father Armadeuso answered the heavy knocking on his front door with dread in his heart. Deep within him he’d known something bad had happened when he arrived at the library to meet up with Vain and the Avun-Riah and found the ancient building deserted. The librarian, Father Fellici, had confirmed the priest’s fears with his recounting of events, and the message the assassin had given him.
Opening the door, he found the Dark Man slumped weakly against the frame, holding his side. “They took the boy,” he grunted before collapsing into the old priest’s arms.
* * * *
Vain awoke in a simple bed, the tightness of the bandages around his chest indicating his ribs had been expertly bandaged.
“You’re lucky to be alive,” said a voice from the doorway. Father Armadeuso’s features paled with concern.
“I know,” he answered simply. “I underestimated them. I have never met anything more powerful in my life. How long have I been here?”
“You have been unconscious for three days,” said the old priest, moving to the bedside.
“Three days!” exclaimed Vain. “I have to go!” He made to sit up, but winced and slumped back down.
“You have been grievously wounded, both physically and mentally. You must rest longer,” said Father Armadeuso.
“I have to find the boy,” rasped Vain.
“And do what? Save him? How will you do that when you can barely walk?”
“I will do it,” hissed Vain vehemently.
The old priest gazed at the assassin and sighed. “I do believe you would try, Dark Man, but I’m sorry to say you will fare no better in your current condition. They would annihilate you without thought and then destroy the Avun-Riah. You still haven’t told me how you survived this encounter.”
“They came for us in the library,” said Vain weakly, “Priest appeared and introduced himself as Sekiel.”
“Sekiel! Priest!” Father Armadeuso released a long breath. “I had not thought it possible, even for Empeth. Priest’s powers were extremely strong, as evidenced when he managed to survive his previous encounter with Empeth. If Sekiel has taken over Priest then Empeth has become mighty indeed.”
“That’s how they found us,” said Vain. “He used Priest’s powers to track us when we escaped through the sewer and caught us when we came out. They took the boy and left me with one called Bennael.”
“Bennael used to be a man named Gustav. He once held the mantle of guardian like yourself,” said the old priest. “He had to kill the child to save her – and the world – from Sordarrah. It seems the stories are true; he was made to serve Sordarrah as his punishment.”
“I need to know everything about these ‘Four Horsemen’. Tell me what you know, but be quick – the condensed version.”
Father Armadeuso paused, gathering his thoughts. “When the first seal opened, the first horseman, Antarsh – also known as ‘Conquest’ – emerged. His powers revolve around the use of a figurative ‘bow’, possibly meaning he is able to produce projectile weapons or powers.”
“What is a ‘seal’?” interrupted Vain.
“Oh yes. Of course you wouldn’t know something like that. Forgive me. There are seven seals and, according to the Bible, when Armageddon arrives Jesus will return to Earth and open the seven seals to reveal the contents of the scroll that was handed down to him from God. Now the first –”
“Stop!” commanded Vain. “I can see your lips moving and therefore can tell that you’re talking, but all I’m hearing is ‘Blah, blah, blah, I’m a festering old weasel locked in a fucking library.’ Stop talking shit and explain to me what these things mean.”
“That is enough!” fumed the priest.
“Yeah, I bet. Now finish telling me about the seals without the Bible-babble, please.”
“I suppose the seals could be interpreted as indications of the end of the world.”
“Brilliant! Now that’s a lot easier than ‘Jesus’ this and ‘God’ that, isn’t it? Come on, you can admit it to me, we’re friends now. I’ve known you close to a week and I haven’t killed you yet, so that’s gotta count for something.” Vain offered a malicious chuckle. “And the second horseman?”
“He is ‘War’. He is said to carry with him a sword. Perhaps this is fig –”
“It’s not figurative,” interrupted Vain. “That’s Bennael and his sword is very real.”
“Bennael?” asked the priest quizzically. “But that makes no sense. The Bible clearly states –”
“Once again, Bible-babble. Keep talking.”
“You know, you’re very rude.” Father Armadeuso paused, his face glowing red.
“So I’ve been told. It didn’t matter then and it’s not going to matter now. So tell me about the other two. Just remember that my usual method for extracting information is nowhere near so pleasant as this, though it is far more productive,” Vain crooned softly.
The priest swallowed heavily and continued his explanation. “The third rider is called Torresh. Famine. He may have powers that can drain the life from his opponents, I don’t know.”
“And the fourth is Death,” finished Vain.
“Why yes, how did you know that?” asked Father Armadeuso, surprised.
“Because he introduced himself to me in the library.”
“Ah yes, Sekiel. The most dangerous of The Four. He is second only to Empeth with regards to power. Priest believed there might even have been some animosity between the two when Sordarrah chose Empeth to lead the battle for the realm of Earth. But if what you have said is true, Empeth’s powers are now much stronger than Sekiel could ever hope to be in this world.”
“How did Gustav fight them?” asked Vain. “I used all my strength and I felt like a kitten attacking a lion.”
“Gustav was a mighty fighter, much like yourself. He once served as a soldier for the Nazi cause, but was, shall we say recruited, to save the Avun-Riah. Alas, even he couldn’t face The Four and win. He managed to kill two of them, Sekiel and Bennael, but ultimately found himself overpowered by Antarsh and Torresh.”
“How did he kill them?” asked Vain. “I read all of your books and found none of this.”
“Priest told me. How he knew I can’t say. Apparently Gustav had a weapon of great power and an amulet of the same material. Unfortunately, it seems they have disappeared from the face of the Earth. Extensive searches have been conducted for both artifacts and nothing has ever been discovered.”
“Somebody must know something,” murmured Vain.
“Well... there existed a Buddhist priest who claimed to know.” Father Armadeuso hesitated, “but his theories were discarded as impossible. I myself don’t know what they were.”
“Where is he?” asked Vain urgently.
“I believe he is in China, at a temple high in the mountains outside of Beijing. However no one has seen him for almost fifteen years.”
“Then I must find him,” Vain concluded simply. He rose from the bed and without farewell, moved from the room and disappeared into the night.
 



Chapter Nine
  Two Journeys
Vain’s flight left the following morning, which gave him barely enough time to smuggle his weapons on board. He didn’t fancy his chances of finding a place in Beijing that would sell him guns and even if he did, he couldn’t speak Chinese. Well, not that he knew of, anyway.
This time he hired a private jet that flew him straight to Beijing where he went under the guise of a rich photographer named Jackson Phillips. He had used this alias before and it worked surprisingly well. A photographer could have special gear that was only checked by customs officers and could avoid being scanned with x-rays. Combined with this, he had actually chartered the plane. Most bags were screened prior to takeoff to determine if the carrier had any weapons or explosives that could be used to hijack the plane.
What point is there in hijacking a plane that is exclusively yours?
Thus he smuggled his weapons on board without too much hassle. Customs agencies on both ends of the trip hesitated questioning people from the media too much, in case it came back to haunt them by way of a scandalous story. Usually Vain whisked through without any problems.
With only a cursory examination of his bags, the assassin was waved through to his flight. Organizing the plane on such short notice had cost him a fortune, but he hadn’t argued the price any more than necessary to make it believable for the charter company. Money wasn’t a problem, but if he agreed too readily they might become curious and ask questions for which he had no answers.
Once in the air, Vain pulled a laptop from one of his bags and connected to the Internet. He spent most of the flight on the computer scanning for any information about the temple Father Armadeuso had spoken of. After several hours he found an obscure blog detailing a temple in the hills of Beijing that preached of Armageddon and the events that would surround it.
Vain felt hesitant at first. Seemingly every religion had its own beliefs regarding Armageddon. What changed his mind was a mention of The Four. No other Buddhist community had incorporated Christian doctrines into their own belief system. Referring to them as The Four Demon Souls, their theology spoke of The Four walking the Earth, leaving plague and fire in their wake.
Vain had seen first-hand that not all of it was merely dogma and continued probing through the site for details of the temple’s whereabouts. His persistence rewarded him when he found a recounting of the author’s journey and quickly committed the directions to memory. The trip wouldn’t be easy, but he would find a way.
Somehow.
* * * *
Vain’s arrival at Beijing airport went surprisingly smoothly and once he had cleared customs he began to make enquiries as to the location of Paijin temple. It appeared his journey would be harder than even he had envisioned; nobody seemed to have heard of the place. Or perhaps they were unwilling to talk to a strange-looking westerner dressed completely in black. Grinding his teeth in frustration, Vain organized a bus trip into the hills where his research had indicated the temple would be hidden.
Hours later, the Dark Man was still being shaken and rattled crossing the high hills above Beijing in the rickety old bus. Time strung out and it seemed like they were traveling to halfway between Beijing and Tibet.
Hills were rather an understatement also, more like cliffs or mountain peaks. The old bus shuddered again, and Vain thought it certainly the last time, that the old beast would finally give up and collapse into a pile of rusted dust around them. Somehow it kept juddering along, though, crawling at ten miles an hour up the craggy mountainside.
Examining the other passengers, Vain understood why he had been stared at so strangely when he had paid the driver, and nodded abstractly at whatever the odd little man behind the wheel chattered to him in Mandarin. The bus was crammed with villagers carrying everything from garden tools to livestock; one wizened old lady even sat with a goat beside her.
And in the midst of them all sat the Dark Man.
Never before had Vain felt so exposed, but at the same time he had never known such complacency about that exposure. The people around him were of no threat, and if his enemies were following, they would be having at least as hard a time. Dozing off to sleep, for once he had no compunction to stop himself. It had been ages since he had last rested and he knew he would need all of his energy for what lay ahead, whatever that might be.
* * * *
“Why do you do this?” seethed the venomous voice. “Why do you go against your nature for a boy who means nothing to you? Give up this ridiculous crusade while you still can, fool.”
“Who are you?” asked Vain, gazing out into the gloom.
Ignoring the question, the voice continued. “If you carry on with this foolishness you will certainly die, and what for? A little snot-nose who whines constantly and causes you to doubt yourself. Let them have him, go back to what you were and be content.”
“My reasons are my own, coward,” growled Vain, “I don’t need to explain myself to someone who is too scared to even face me. Come out of the mists and let me see your face before you die.”
“You cannot kill me, Dark Man,” breathed the icy voice.
“Why not come and find out?” asked Vain coolly, trying to mask his own feelings of unease. He did not know how he had come to this place. A thick, dirty mist seemed to cling to him and suck at his energy. The voice sounded familiar, like something remembered from another lifetime, but he couldn’t quite place it. It mocked him from the mist, at once distant and close, as though the speaker were standing right behind him. He reached for his weapons and found himself naked and unarmed.
“I will come out, assassin, if you tell me why you want to help this boy.”
Vain thought absently and found he had no answer. He did not know why he tried to help Sebastian. He could have said he did it to avenge the memory of Angelique and his wife – Martin’s wife! – but that would have been a lie. Even though the memories of Martin Roberts’s life were painful to Vain, they were not completely his own and he could distance himself from them if he needed to.
“Is it because you want to redeem yourself?” spat the voice. “Do you think you can save your soul if you rescue the child?”
“I don’t know,” whispered Vain and wondered at the truth of the words. Perhaps that was his reason. Did he think he could redeem himself by saving Sebastian? He couldn’t think; the mist sucked at his concentration and clouded his mind, making his head feel full of cotton.
“Fool!” screeched the voice. “I have let you continue on this ridiculous quest long enough, it’s time to stop!”
Out of the gloom, a shadow moved rapidly toward Vain and he fell into a protective stance. Cloaked in ebony, Vain saw the figure’s piercing eyes first. Venomous reptilian orbs sliced straight through his defenses and pierced his soul. Soon, the figure’s features became visible, and Vain howled in anguish.
The figure was him, but a horrible parody of his image. Covered from head to toe in bloody pustules that broke and spewed froth and excrement, the Vain-creature roared its rage, baring row upon row of gangrenous fangs that oozed a sizzling green substance from their gums. The creature’s hair wriggled with a mass of squirming black maggots that all seemed to reach toward the assassin.
Hungering for his soul.
“You would forgo this beauty for a foolish child?” screamed the Vain-creature. “I have helped you all these long years when no other would. I have dodged the knives and bullets that would surely have killed you if you had been alone and this is the thanks I get! You turn aside from me at the first chance for redemption. Without me you are nothing, and I will help you no longer if you continue along this path.”
“You are not me,” snapped Vain, anger helping him to regain his composure. “I walk my own path and I need no help from a walking pool of vomit. My path is a dark one granted, but it is mine alone. Leave me be, you diseased maggot, before I kill you off once and for all!”
The creature screamed in anguish and charged at the naked assassin. Vain readied for the inevitable and felt himself grabbed and viciously hauled closer to the beast, its fangs only inches from his throat. The assassin sensed his energy fleeing and let out a final cry of frustration....
* * * *
Vain wrenched himself from the dream, the scream still lingering in his throat, and the entire bus staring at him. A concerned-looking young Chinese boy stood over him with a hand on his shoulder, gently shaking him awake. Vain shrugged himself free from the boy’s grasp, and glared up at him angrily. The boy quickly scuttled off the bus and away from the Dark Man’s wrath.
The dilapidated bus seemed to sag with relief having made it to its destination. Vain looked out the window at the scene before him. High in the mountains above Beijing, rice paddocks flowed down in tiers, while above hung mountainous crags he had yet to navigate. The passengers on the bus soon lost interest in the strange foreigner, and began to shuffle off in single file, carrying or herding their possessions with them.
The Dark Man waited until they were all off and climbed from his seat to the exit. The village was a small one, twenty or so buildings, and it seemed many of the residents had never before seen a Westerner. A few stopped and openly stared at Vain while others simply snuck looks from under hooded lids before hurrying away; but all of them noticed him.
Vain had earlier organized a guide to take him into the mountains and heaved the pack he had bought in Beijing onto his shoulder. It contained some provisions for the journey and some of his lesser weapons. His two Glocks were still tucked firmly into the waistband of his pants, while several knives were hidden about his person.
“Phillips?” inquired an accented voice from behind him.
Vain turned to see a strange looking man squinting up at him in anticipation. “Yes,” he answered, “I’m Phillips; you must be my guide.”
“Me Shin-thao. Me take you. Give money.”
Vain handed the little man a roll of bills and watched his eyes go from squinting to bulging as he fingered them. “There is another roll when we get to Paijin temple.”
“Okay, okay. We get clothes first,” babbled Shin-thao excitedly.
“I don’t need more clothes,” protested Vain.
The smaller man looked at him quizzically, but when he realized Vain was serious he chuckled and said, “We go there.”
Shin-thao pointed away behind where Vain stood. His gaze followed the line of the smaller man’s arm to one of the highest peaks in the distance, shrouded in snow and cloud.
“You get cold. We buy clothes. Come.” Shin-thao’s mocking grin quickly disappeared after a dark glance from Vain. The guide turned and scurried toward a little shack while the Dark Man stood staring up at the craggy peak, cursing again at his foolishness. He was being led up a mountain by a short-sighted midget with an attitude. Shaking his head, he reluctantly followed his guide into the shack to buy some dead animals to wear.
* * * *
Vain eventually found himself extremely grateful for the large woolen cloaks and leggings they had lugged up the mountain for the first three days of the journey. Nearing the peaks, the temperatures plummeted, and they saw no sign of other life as they trudged through the knee-deep snow.
The Dark Man was amazed at the small guide’s stamina. He pushed them both through the thick howling winds that struck suddenly and kept a pace that even the assassin had trouble matching. He proved the perfect companion for Vain; he spoke little and asked even less. Questioning him about the temple each night when they made camp, the little man seemed very hesitant to go into detail, often brushing around a subject or simply avoiding it completely. It grew frustrating for the assassin, but he managed to quell his temper on most occasions and began to gain the trust of the little man.
“Paijin temple very old. Very sacred,” Shin-thao offered one night as they huddled around their small cooking fire. “Many secrets there, well guarded. I think you no come back if you mean trouble.”
“No trouble Shin-thao. I just need to ask the Abbot something,” answered Vain.
“Long walk for question. Why not try e-mail?”
Vain looked up shocked before he saw the corners of Shin-thao’s mouth twitching. “That’s right, you little-dick bastard. Laugh it up at the stupid American,” Vain said with amusement. Despite his instincts, he felt himself beginning to like the small guide’s quirky sense of humor.
“Little dick? No.” Shin-thao broke into a wide smile. “Shin-thao have enormous dick. So big that elephant look at him and say, ‘Man! That is big dick.’”
Vain had chuckled and rolled over to sleep, but the guide’s curiosity would not let it go. “What you ask Abbot? Life? Love? No, I think not. You come to ask something important. You no journalist I think. You something else.”
“Why do you say that?” asked Vain rolling back over.
“Journalist shoot with camera, not gun,” observed Shin-thao with an absent shrug toward Vain’s pack. The smaller man had accidentally walked in one morning when Vain had been loading his weapons into the pack, but had claimed to have seen nothing.
Vain looked intently at the guide for a moment, contemplating what to do. Six months ago he would have killed this man without thought, just in case he gave away what he knew when they reached the temple, but now he felt unsure. They were within a day’s walk of the temple, and Vain was certain he could find it on his own. Out here in the snow nobody would find the body until spring, if at all. And yet something still stopped the assassin, and he shrugged before rolling back over to sleep again.
“Sometimes people need to be persuaded to smile for the photo, little dick. Now shut up and go to sleep.”
Shin-thao’s laughter echoed through the tent and the storm outside seemed to subside slightly.
* * * *
The following evening the two arrived at the gates to Paijin temple. Blocked by two burly Chinese monks, Shin-thao spoke something rapidly in Mandarin, and they quickly stepped aside.
Shin-thao skipped up the path toward the main temple while Vain stopped and stared at the massive structure in awe. Both sides of the path were lined by statues of vicious-looking lions seeming to guard the stairway. The stairs and sculptures appeared to have been carved straight into the stone of the mountain. Owing to the enormous walls surrounding the place, it had remained invisible on approach, but once inside Vain discovered that it was not simply a temple, but an entire city with the temple at its center. There could have been hundreds, perhaps thousands of people here, all hidden away from the influences and evils of the outside world.
Now, however, that evil had come to them in the form of the Dark Man, and somewhere deep inside himself, Vain felt a small pang of regret that he had tainted the purity of this holy place with his presence.
Shaking the strange thought aside, Vain mounted the stairs and followed Shin-thao up toward massive main doors, cast open like the maws of an enormous animal awaiting its prey. Upon entering, Vain noted the colossal ceilings and the beams that criss-crossed to support them. His gaze was drawn to a giant statue of the Buddha and a throne that lay directly in front of it, facing toward the main entry.
Shin-thao bounded across the floor and sat lightly in the throne.
“Get out of there, you idiot,” hissed Vain. “If the Abbot comes in and sees you in his chair we’ll both get kicked out of here.”
“The Abbot is already here,” Shin-thao stated calmly. His words no longer carried the simplistic tone or accent, nor did he appear the same as when Vain had first met him at the village. The constant squinting and nervous fidgeting his guide had displayed now disappeared; he held the composure of a man at home.
“What do you mean, Shin-thao?” asked Vain cagily.
“My name is not Shin-thao, it is Abbot Dokei. Just as your name is not Jackson Phillips. Why don’t you tell me your real name? I think the time for charades is over.”
“I am Vain,” said the assassin.
“Yes you are, but what is your name?” queried Abbot Dokei.
Vain began to answer, but saw the familiar lines begin to quirk at the corners of his former guide’s mouth and knew he was being played with again.
“You sneaky little bastard,” whispered Vain incredulously. “Not many people can fool me, but you did a hell of a job.”
“Mind your language in this place,” warned Abbot Dokei, his voice once more assuming a tone of authority. “This is a holy temple and you taint it with your words.”
“I am sorry,” Vain apologized with a note of irritation. “But it is true, you fooled me.”
“I never said I was not the Abbot. You did not ask.”
“That’s simply wordplay,” said Vain. “You know what I say is true.”
Abbot Dokei shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps, but I found it necessary to discover who you were and if you meant this place harm. Besides,” he added with a sly grin, “I don’t get out much.”
Vain chuckled, again catching a glimpse of Shin-thao within Abbot Dokei and decided to let the matter rest.
“What is it that you have come to inquire of me, Vain?”
The Dark Man paused and gathered his thoughts. He struggled to accept that the diminutive figure before him was actually the Abbot of this entire temple, having spent the last few days joking with him on the journey up the mountain.
“I need the talisman and the weapon,” he finally said.
Abbot Dokei looked at him quizzically. “What talisman? What weapon?” he asked.
Vain’s heart sank. If Abbot Dokei didn’t know of the articles he needed, his quest ended here. He would try to fight his enemies, but knew he stood no chance.
Swallowing his trepidation, Vain began to explain, “I am the guardian of the Avun-Riah. Information led me to believe you knew where the weapons to defeat his enemies are hidden.”
The Abbot’s eyes moved from confusion to comprehension to fear in the space of a few heartbeats.
“You speak of the Glimloche,” he whispered in awe. “It is no mere amulet or weapon. It is a creation more dangerous than Sordarrah himself. If it were to fall into the wrong hands it would mean the end of all existence.”
“Yeah, well, if I don’t stop them from killing the boy, apparently it will mean the same thing,” stated Vain blandly.
“You mean they have the boy already?” gasped the Abbot. “This is terrible. You must save him.”
“To do that I need this thing to overcome the people who hold him.”
Abbot Dokei pondered the predicament for a long moment before finally coming to a decision. “The Glimloche is not attainable for you anyway,” he pronounced finally. “It was dismissed from this world into the fourth level of Hell where no mortal can go. Even Sordarrah’s minions cannot reach it, for it lies deep within the realm of Lucifer himself. Only a being of pure evil can go there and hope to return.”
“Can you get me there?” asked Vain.
The Abbot balked at the request. “Possibly, but you cannot do it. Have you heard nothing I have just said? Only pure evil can exist in Hell.”
“I am Vain,” the assassin growled, a hint of his old rage rising. “The Dark Man who hunts people both for profit and my own satisfaction. I almost killed you coming up the mountain on a whim. If I can’t go there, then nobody can, so just shut up and send me so that I can retrieve the Glimloche and kill those bastards.”
Abbot Dokei visibly paled at the Dark Man’s words. He calmed himself with difficulty, gazing into the Dark Man’s eyes with dread, but also a touch of pity.
“It will be done,” he said softly, “but it saddens me to see this change in you. On the trip here I perceived you to be a good man, despite your anger inside. Now I see I was not the only one masking my identity.”
Abbot Dokei rose and walked slowly from the temple.
* * * *
The Dark Man lay on the cold stones of the temple floor, seven monks sitting in a rough circle around him. Their chanting had continued for hours, and the overwhelming scent of incense almost made him gag, but he forced himself to remain still as the Abbot had instructed him.
Before they began, Abbot Dokei had pleaded with Vain to reconsider, but the assassin remained unmoved by the appeal and demanded they continue.
“Just one thing,” he’d said as the ceremony got underway. “How will I find this Glimloche?”
“If you are what you say, you will be drawn to its power,” Abbot Dokei murmured sadly. “Evil created the Glimloche and the darkness in your soul will pull you toward it. Be careful. When you find it, it will try to overpower you and use you for its own purpose. That is how Empeth succumbed to evil. Originally a Guardian of the first Avun-Riah almost two thousand years ago, he succeeded in saving the child from the first attempt on his soul, but was unaware that a second chance would present itself to his enemies twenty six years later.
“They succeeded in catching the Avun-Riah and tortured him horribly before nailing him to a cross. Though it destroyed him to do so, Empeth disguised himself as a soldier and plunged a spear into the Holy One’s side, ending his life before the resurrection of Sordarrah.
“In the years that followed, Empeth’s failure began to gnaw at him from inside, and gradually the Glimloche began to overpower him. What you see today is the end result. He is now the most powerful of Sordarrah’s servants, even more-so than The Four. This could be the fate that awaits you.”
Vain had nodded grimly at the advice, but still insisted on continuing with the ceremony that would send him to Hell. They’d placed him on the floor within the circle and begun the chanting. If he could obtain the Glimloche, its power would return his soul to his body.
The chanting seemed to increase in strength, and Vain began to feel a light tugging in his chest. The tugging became stronger, more insistent, like his entire body was being wrenched from the floor by some giant hand, yet he still sensed the cold dampness of the stone beneath him.
Finally, with a sudden, unexpected shout from the monks, Vain felt a tearing sensation and shrieked a noiseless cry. His soul ripped agonizingly from his body and flew into a darkness so deep that all others paled beside it.
* * * *
Vain awoke on a grassy hill beneath a cloudless sky. Initially disorientated and unsure of his whereabouts, Vain gradually remembered the ceremony and looked about him in wonder.
They were supposed to send me to Hell, not Iowa, he thought absently. Pretty similar, I guess. An easy mistake.
Standing up, the ground beneath his feet suddenly lurched and he stumbled before catching himself on a tree stump. To his horror, his fingers ended in six-inch claws and were covered in bleeding sores that broke and hissed. Looking down at himself, his entire body was naked and covered in the same leprous growths.
The land tilted again and this time Vain fell. The earth a few yards away burst and erupted with scores of grossly malformed creatures of all descriptions. Scorpions with the faces of children beamed up at Vain, smiling sweetly. A pack of bloodied ravens swooped down to stab and peck at them, their wickedly sharp beaks formed of charred bone.
Across the hill another hole ripped open, spewing its contents out onto the grass. Time and again this happened until the entire landscape appeared covered in misshapen parodies of earthbound life.
A small rabbit hopped toward an enormous wolf, its belly torn open and dumping everything it devoured. The rabbit gazed innocently at the wolf. Vain felt certain its time had come. Instead, when the wolf lunged, the rabbit’s jaws opened impossibly wide, revealing row upon row of razor-sharp fangs. With a single bite it severed the wolf’s head and swallowed it without pause, quickly turning and hopping away. The wolf’s body stood motionless for a heartbeat before slowly tipping to the side and falling to the now blood-smeared grass.
With a tremendous crack, the blue sky split from horizon to horizon, shattering outward like an enormous pane of glass smashed by a hammer. A red swirling cloud rapidly filled the void, eddying before bursting with thick drops of blood that fell heavily onto the creatures below.
Vain rose from the ground and made his way down the hill toward the only visible road. The creatures parted before him as he moved and he passed untouched and unhindered all the way to the dark path.
The road cracked and splintered, oozing a thick black liquid that ran off to the sides, leaving the center untouched. Vain easily made his way down the broken road, eventually spotting the glimmer of an enormous tower in the distance. He hurried toward the structure, soon finding himself before two enormous doors.
Around the perimeter of the tower lay the scattered bones and decomposing bodies of obscene creatures. Some boasted three heads and six legs, others consisting of tiny bodies and monstrous craniums that seemed merely mouths filled with foot-long daggers for teeth. The black tower stretched high into the bloodied sky, crumbling in parts, and carrying a deep sense of wrongness.
Vain felt somehow drawn to the wrongness and searched the doors for a way to enter. Eventually he found a small button to the side of the frame and cautiously pressed it, expecting some sort of trap to engage.
Ding Dong.
Vain shook his head at the absurdity of this place and stepped back to await a response. He heard deep thudding footsteps from within and absently reached for his pistols. Finding nothing there, he looked again at his clawed fingers and tested them by slashing his hand toward one of the bleached bones nearby. The claws passed through the thick bone without pause and the two parts fell to the ground with a heavy clatter. Vain smiled grimly at his new weapons and readied himself for whatever opened the door.
The footsteps drew closer and Vain could feel the ground beneath his feet begin to shake. Quelling the urge to flee, he stood ready to pounce, determined to at least make a good account of himself before he died.
But if he was already in Hell, how could he die?
The footsteps thudded to just inside the doorway and stopped. Vain braced himself. The towering twenty-foot doors began to open inward. His gaze dropped down when he saw the figure standing inside the entrance.
A little girl.
But not just any girl; it was Angelique.
Vain choked back a sob and, ignoring his instincts, rushed toward the figure. Scooping her up and holding her in his grossly deformed arms, he tried to contain the anguish attempting to tear through his chest.
“Time to burn, Dark Man,” whispered Angelique.
Vain tried to pull away, but the child’s strength seemed to grow along with her body. Her back bulged and writhed and finally exploded outward to reveal huge, corded muscles beneath. Her skin became scaled and reptilian while Vain struggled uselessly and felt his breath being crushed from him. Lifted high into the air, he gritted his teeth and raked his claws down the creature’s back.
The beast flung Vain to the ground and reeled back, roaring in pain. Grazing the top frame of the doors, the creature loomed above the assassin and bared its teeth in a parody of a smile. A forked tongue darted out from a lizard’s snout, slipping almost instantaneously through its long, serrated teeth.
“Nice to see you, Dark Man,” it whispered sibilantly. “We were hoping you would come and entertain us with your screams. Your soul has developed a truly wondrous image; there is such beauty embodied in your evil. Wouldn’t you like to keep it? You have strayed from your true path for too long. It is time for you to return to us… return to us, or die.”
Vain darted to the left right when the creature pounced at him, slashing upwards into its ribs. The wound tore deep and Vain watched a thick green sludge drip from the gash before the creature covered it with its own clawed hand and howled into the bloody sky.
More cautious now, the beast crouched low to the ground readying itself to pounce.
“Please, please forgive me,” pleaded Vain, dropping to one knee and burying his head in his hands. “I’ll come back, just don’t hurt me.”
Confused by the assassin’s change of stance, the creature lowered its guard for a fraction of a second, just as Vain had hoped, and he leaped with lightning alacrity, sweeping both sets of claws forward and into the throat of the giant beast. The monster reared up to its full height, dragging the Dark Man off his feet with his claws still buried deep in its throat. He wrapped his legs around the creature’s back and strained his rapidly tiring muscles. The creature reached hopelessly for the assassin, but Vain swept his arms apart, slicing through the bone and sinew of the creature’s neck and completely severing its head.
The beast’s skull fell to the road with a satisfying thud, and Vain dropped to the ground. “I could get used to these,” he muttered, admiring his claws.
The body quickly dissolved into a thick sludge, sliding to the side of the road and joining the bloodied mess that already lay there. The Dark Man examined the head, its lidless eyes glaring balefully up at him, its mouth moving voicelessly, still trying to speak.
“Don’t get up,” chuckled Vain, “I’ll get the door.”
With a last look of anguish, the eyes finally went blank and the creature’s head also liquefied, but the assassin retained an odd feeling, like something still watched him.
Brushing aside the sensation, Vain crept warily through the towering entryway, into a giant, empty chamber, its gray granite walls seeming to pulse and flow, as though they were part of a living creature somehow aware of his presence. In the distance stood what appeared to be an elevator. Apart from that, the room looked vacant, and Vain cautiously made his way over, checking the floor for any hidden traps while edging around the outside wall. His feet sticking to the floor, the air clinging to him like syrup, he trudged on. By the time he made it across to the elevator Vain had beads of sweat forming upon his demonic brow.
Sweating in Hell, he thought abstractly. Who would have imagined?
Checking the elevator thoroughly for any possible ensnarement, Vain warily pressed the button and leaped back, expecting the worst. Nothing happened. The doors slid open with a low ‘ping’, and he carefully approached the empty elevator and stepped in.
Everything in Vain screamed trap, but with no option other than turning back, he swiftly pressed the button for the top floor. The doors slid shut with a gentle whoosh, and the elevator gradually began its ascent. Vain’s nerves began to settle and he leaned back against the wall.
Suddenly the lift stopped with a jolt.
What now?
Immediately the floor dropped, and he found himself momentarily suspended in midair while the lift plummeted for what seemed like an eternity. Just as quickly, however, it stopped, crashing him to the floor before instantly speeding off to the right, bouncing the assassin off the far wall. The elevator continued on this insane journey for an eon. Sometimes flying left, other times veering right. Up, down, shooting forward or flinging backward.
He quickly learned his lesson and held tightly onto the handrail, positioning himself in the corner, but the rail twisted in his grasp, transforming into snakes’ heads filled with venomous fangs. Vain had to fight off the vicious attacks while still grappling for balance in the disturbingly flighty elevator.
When the doors finally opened, a bruised and battered Vain emerged, leaving a mess of brass snake-heads in his wake. He stepped into a completely different part of the tower – if he was still in the tower at all. The walls no longer pulsed and moved; these were a strange purple and plastered in pictures – photos of people.
Vain moved closer to one of the pictures. It resembled a crooked lawyer he had dispatched some six years before. Intrigued, he moved on to the next photo and the next. Each bore the face of one of his victims, staring out at him from within the frame.
“That’s right, Dark Man,” crooned an eerie voice behind him. “This is the house of your victims. We have waited here to reap revenge upon the one who maimed and slaughtered us, and now you have come as we were foretold.”
Vain whipped around. Dante’s grossly misshapen features glared at him. Clad in a tight leather vest that hung open to the waist, Dante’s skin seemed to have been flayed from his body, leaving only his face untouched. He wore nothing else apart from an enormous piercing through the middle of his bloodied genitalia, from which hung a massive lead ball that dragged his penis almost to the floor.
Behind Dante crowded other victims, more continuing to push in from behind.
“Who are you guys supposed to be, the fucking Village People?” scoffed Vain, scanning the motley group jamming the entryway. Although he could make out some of them, most were too horribly mutilated to even recognize any semblance of human features.
The creatures burst forth into the room, clamoring for the Dark Man’s soul.
 



Chapter Ten
  Reflecting Evil
Sebastian awoke in a seamless room. He had no recollection of how he had arrived here. There were no entries or exits to jog his memory, no seams in the walls where a hidden panel might afford escape. The perfect prison. Sebastian gazed up from the floor, six surfaces of the pristine cube seeming to glow with their own inner light, a cold, lifeless brightness that brought no warmth.
Examining the room, Sebastian noticed something wrong. A strange absence, though for a time he could not identify it.
Suddenly it came to him. He could see and feel the walls around him, but when he closed his eyes it seemed they weren’t there. His special senses could detect nothing outside the space where he lay. At first he thought something inhibited his talents, but examining himself he found he could still see the health flowing through his body, waves of energy moving in rhythm with his heartbeat. Though he could find nothing explicitly wrong with him, without his talents he suddenly felt incredibly vulnerable, almost naked.
“Well, well,” a sickly familiar voice sounded through the walls. “Our little guest has finally awoken. I hope that your lodgings are adequate.”
The far wall rippled, flowing into a perfectly circular opening through which Empeth emerged. Beyond it, Sebastian could see only absolute darkness.
“You have been a very sleepy little boy, haven’t you,” Empeth said, standing menacingly over Sebastian. “Did the stupid Dark Man wear you out with his futile crusade to protect you from me? Ah well, you can rest now for a while, at least until your part in the rising of our Lord arrives.”
Angrily, Sebastian tried to stand, but found himself pushed back against the floor by an unseen force. His arms and legs lost all their strength instantly and he flopped like a captured fish.
“Ah!” clapped Empeth. “You have just discovered one of the many facets of your new prison. Any energy you use will be turned against you; whether physical or mental the result is the same. I’m rather proud of it.”
Sebastian cowered on the floor and said nothing. Energy quickly began to flow back into his limbs, but he remained still and decided against trying anything again just yet.
“Well, I’m afraid I must go now,” smiled Empeth warmly. “Things to do and souls to shred, you know how it is. Bye for now, Avun-Riah. I’ll check up on you again soon.”
Empeth turned and stepped from the room; the wall shimmering smoothly back into place, once again seamless. Sebastian warily rose to his feet and found he could move freely about now, although he could only walk ten paces before reaching the end of the room. His frustration finally prevailed and he punched uselessly at the wall of his cell, only to be thrown across the floor, landing in a crumpled heap against the opposite wall.
Shaking aside his shock, Sebastian’s thoughts raced. Something very important had occurred when he’d hit the wall and suffered the resulting reaction, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.
Finally it came to him. He could move around the room while his movements weren’t of an aggressive manner. By punching the wall, his energy had been multiplied and thrown back at him tenfold. Though Sebastian knew the nature of the power surrounding him, confusion settled over him like a cloak. How could he use the knowledge to his advantage? He devised various tests to prove his theory, mental and physical, resulting in a splitting headache and a bruised body.
He had no sense of time in the white cell. It never dimmed its permanently bright, lifeless light, and Sebastian had no way of telling whether it was day or night. He might have been there for hours, but it could have easily been days or weeks.
After almost giving up hope of finding a solution, one suddenly occurred to him. Summoning his courage, Sebastian quickly surged his power and held it. While holding that power in check, he added to it, making it swell and grow until he thought it would burst out through his chest. When he could hold no more, he quickly focused the energy on the point he wanted and concentrated all his thoughts on the image of the Dark Man.
With a roar, Sebastian released his power. Not at anything to do with the cell, rather he directed it inward on himself. At first it seemed nothing had happened and he thought perhaps he had again failed, but then he heard a noise like fabric slowly tearing. This quickly became a shattering of time and sound, which flung his mind free and hurtling through midnight.
Sebastian kept his thoughts concentrated on the Dark Man, and soon saw an image growing below him. Amid the carnage of a bloody and torn landscape, Sebastian sped toward an enormous dark tower that seemingly rose to incredible heights. The boy cringed, bracing for impact with the top of the tower, but he sensed no pause in his decent, like he had simply passed through a thick mist.
Opening his eyes, Sebastian found himself still plummeting, catching glimpses along the way of unspeakable terrors. Images of self-mutilation and horror burned into Sebastian’s mind as he fell, and he felt himself tainted to his very core for simply witnessing them.
Gradually his descent began to slow, finally stopping in a room full of monsters surrounding a creature of raw power. The demonic image chuckled harshly, chiding the awaiting horde, “Who are you guys supposed to be, the fucking Village People?”
The creatures closed in around the powerful demon, and Sebastian realized with shock that it was the Dark Man standing before him. Vain now bore the appearance of a monster from a child’s worst nightmare. Sebastian instinctively recognized the assassin’s soul image. If true, it meant the Dark Man had died, and Sebastian’s hopes for rescue were futile.
Swallowing his own distress, Sebastian looked to how he could aid his friend in the battle for his soul. He knew that Vain could take a lot of the creatures with him before he failed, but he also knew eventually the Dark Man would be overcome and simply cease to exist.
* * * *
Dark Man, you must listen to me, pulsed a voice inside Vain’s mind.
Who are you? he asked.
It’s me, Sebastian, pulsed the voice. Quickly, listen before it’s too late. In this place your mind can control your environment. You can alter what you are and –
The voice suddenly ripped away, but Vain managed to register what the words meant. Some twenty creatures were moving quickly toward him, oblivious to the silent exchange which had just occurred.
Focusing his thoughts, Vain concentrated before sending out a burst of mental energy that shook the very ceiling of the room. The wave passed through the group before him, stopping them in their tracks. Their skins began to bulge, quickening powerfully until their frames lurched outward in ways they were obviously not intended to.
Suddenly the ribs of the creature closest to Vain shredded through its thick leathery hide and it warbled in pain. Other creatures froze, shuddering momentarily, before they too witnessed their own hideous forms stretching and flowing like waves upon a rough ocean. Inner organs sprayed through hides stretched too tight and flew across the floor, bones cracking and splitting under the unnatural pressure.
The few remaining creatures stopped short, witnessing the violence rendered against their fellows. They surveyed the carnage before cautiously beginning to creep forward once more. Such was their lust for vengeance that they would risk their very souls to reach their clawed hands into the one who had sent them to this place.
Vain calmed his mind and once again concentrated on his method of attack. The creatures began to encircle him just beyond the radius of his previous mind blast. Seeing this attack would no longer be effective against the beasts, Vain paused and instead turned his attention onto himself.
After all, he reasoned, everything about this place was simply mental. His arms weren’t really arms; they were merely projections of what his soul thought he should look like. This explained the horror of his original countenance; his mind recreated what his soul felt. Vain used this knowledge to reshape his exterior facade to something more appropriate for the situation.
Vain sensed his form shifting and altering, like shedding a large wet fur cloak and redressing into a wetsuit. Where there had been gangrenous flesh before, now his muscles rippled beneath thick black leather. He tensed the tendons in his hand and watched deep ebony claws emerge from beneath the skin of his fingertips. Curiously, both his claws and skin seemed to somehow avoid the light. Not a shred of reflection came from any part of his body. He smiled a dark grimace of midnight fangs, lifting his gaze back toward his enemies.
The creatures in the room stood stock-still in awe of the transformation. Obviously, none of them had witnessed this before and they stared in undisguised wonder at this towering black demon standing before them in all its mesmerizing darkness.
Not waiting for the creatures to recover from their shock, Vain shot forward like a bolt of black lightning and severed the head of the largest beast. Without pausing, he leaped high and pounced from the wall to decapitate another creature in a spray of gore. On his returning arc, Vain swiped his right arm, slicing cleanly from the top of Dante’s head down through his chest, exiting in a bloody wash from his groin. Vain landed lightly on all fours, Dante’s body standing still for a moment, finally collapsing to the ground in six sections like a carved ham.
A beast wielding four grotesquely muscled arms, a new-born baby’s head dangling at an obscure angle from its shoulders, ran awkwardly at Vain. The assassin leaped nimbly backward in a complete somersault. Halfway through the flip, seven inch claws pushed from his toes and sliced all four limbs from the beast’s torso. Instead of blood, a thick, lumpy white paste pumped from the wounds, and the baby’s head wailed a child’s cry of shock. Ignoring the woeful shrieks, Vain stepped forward and thrust his left hand through the beast’s chest, emerging from its back clutching its severed spine.
Ripping his hand backward from the creature’s chest, Vain turned to see which beast would be next to attack. A look of fear flashed across each of the hellish faces staring back at him, and slowly they began to retreat from the room. Vain glanced about warily, wondering at the sudden change in the ferocity of beasts that had only a moment ago been crying out for his soul.
When no more attacks came, Vain relaxed slightly, but still moved cautiously toward the doorway, expecting an ambush. Peering around the corner, the hallway beyond appeared empty. Confused, he stepped into it, retracting his claws.
Vain moved down the long, empty corridor toward the single door at the end. Along the wall stood a full-length mirror, reflecting Vain’s new appearance when he passed. The vision made even the dark-hearted assassin shudder.
Towering over seven-feet tall, his reflection was one of the ultimate night-hunter. Immaculately hairless, ebony perfection returned Vain’s stare from the mirror. He gritted his teeth. They too were black, as was the entire inside of his mouth. Eyeballs, dull orbs of midnight, stared emotionlessly back at the assassin.
One of them winked. Vain retreated in shock, and the figure in the mirror stepped forward.
“Well, assassin,” the reflection snarled in several voices at once. “Don’t you like what you see?”
“What are you?” growled Vain, readying himself for an attack.
“We are you. We are us. We are the ones you have just faced, but now we are one. We are Legion, for we are many.”
With the last words, the mirror shattered outward, and the assassin leaped back toward the entrance of the room. But where the doorway should have been he found only a seamless wall blocking his way.
Legion stepped confidently from the mirror frame and into the hall. “Don’t you want to play with us now, Dark Man? Is it you who wants to run and hide? Well, we promise to show you the same sympathy you showed us.”
Vain crouched low and pounced high into the air, aiming a lightning thrust at Legion’s throat. The beast easily sidestepped the strike and hit Vain in the chest with a crushing blow that sent him flying through the air to land in a crumpled heap at the end of the hall.
The pain isn’t real, it’s only in your mind, Vain thought to himself, climbing back to his feet. Shit, if this isn’t real, why does it hurt so much?
“How can you fight us when we are you, Dark Man?” sneered Legion in its strangely many-voiced tone. “We know what you will do before you do. How can you fight yourself?”
Legion closed in on the assassin, and he quickly gathered his thoughts, releasing a mental surge similar to the one he’d used in the room before. This time the power passed through Legion like a soft gust of wind.
“No tricks this time, Dark Man,” said Legion standing over Vain. “How can your powers hurt us when they don’t hurt yourself?”
Vain grasped at the words and absorbed more than they said. The assassin faked a lunge at Legion and as the creature leaped back he sent a sudden surge of mental power straight into himself, unknowingly copying Sebastian’s momentary escape from his cell. The power flooded through his body, and he fought to keep the pain under control. Recovering his senses, he looked up and saw Legion grasping its head in agony. Throwing aside his own suffering, Vain leaped from the ground and sliced his claws up, piercing the bottom of Legion’s jaw and continuing straight through the top of its skull. Vain briefly held the creature upright and stared into its lifeless eyes.
“I am not like you,” he whispered, more to himself than the dead creature. “Not anymore.” He let the demon’s corpse fall to the floor where it began to sizzle and boil before melting away without a trace.
When the smoke cleared, Vain noticed the doorway now stood open a fraction, and a faint light shone from within the area beyond. The assassin looked at the doorway with dread, wondering what new horrors might lurk in the next room. Gritting his ebony teeth, he cautiously nudged the door open. He could make out nothing in the dim light and softly stepped inside.
His feet passed the threshold and everything changed. The faint light suddenly surged to a brightness that seared the assassin’s eyes, and he instinctively jumped back toward the perceived safety of the hallway.
Instead of the hallway, however, Vain’s back smacked into something solid. Like before, the doorway had transformed into a solid wall blocking the assassin’s escape. Biting back a curse, Vain returned his gaze to the blindingly bright room.
“WHO ARE YOU?” boomed a voice that seemed to come from everywhere. Vain ignored the question and instead began to feel his way around the wall in hopes of finding an escape.
“WHO ARE YOU?” roared the voice again, this time knocking Vain from his feet with its power.
“I’m Vain,” snarled the assassin. “Who are you?” Looking down at himself, Vain found his body had reverted to its naked human form, and try as he might, he couldn’t change himself back.
“WHY ARE YOU HERE?!” bellowed the voice, ignoring the assassin’s question.
“I have come for the Glimloche,” said Vain simply.
“WHY?”
“To save a boy,” answered Vain.
“IS HE THE AVUN-RIAH?” asked the voice.
“I don’t know, and I don’t care.”
A smothering silence filled the room, the voice pondering the assassin’s answer.
“WHY SHOULD YOU HAVE THE GLIMLOCHE?” thundered the voice finally.
Vain paused. “Because I can’t defeat the boy’s enemies without it.”
“That must have been difficult to say,” said a soft voice behind him as the light slowly dimmed.
Vain leaped at the sound and dropped into a fighting stance. Before him, however, stood a wizened old woman leaning heavily on a gnarled and twisted walking stick. Her eyes held the milky-whiteness of cataracts and she appeared completely harmless, but Vain had learned by now that everything wasn’t what it seemed in this place.
“Calm down, assassin,” croaked the old woman. “I mean you no harm.”
“Who are you?” asked Vain icily, not taking his eyes from the old woman for a second.
“I have many names,” she answered simply, “but you may call me Xamiel for now.”
“Well, Xamiel, are you here to help me or to try to stop me? I’ve killed all of your demons, what else can you bring against me?”
The old woman reflected, an insular glint in her eyes, before shaking her head slowly. “They weren’t my demons, Dark Man, they were yours. First your daughter, then your dead enemies, and finally yourself. I’m surprised you made it this far, but of course you did have help from the boy. He is very powerful to have even briefly escaped Empeth’s trap.”
“It seems you know more than you let on,” said Vain.
“I know more than you could possibly imagine, Dark Man.” The old woman grinned, this time with a focused malice in her eyes so intense it made the hardened assassin withdraw slightly. Xamiel noticed this and chuckled.
“I guess I’ve still got it,” she said, leaning heavily on her stick. “Anyway, back to business. You need the Glimloche to save the Avun-Riah. If Empeth succeeds in sacrificing the boy, Sordarrah will be free to conquer the Earth and gain power over Hell in the process. This does not suit me, and so I find myself obliged to assist you.”
Silence momentarily filled the air. “Through that way is the Glimloche,” the old woman finally croaked, pointing to a door which had not existed a moment beforehand.
“Thank you,” grated Vain through clenched teeth.
“Oh,” cackled the old woman heartily, “I know that one hurt you.”
Vain ignored the remark and turned, passing through the door. He found himself in a small, dimly lit room. The only item the assassin could see was a short pillar in its center bearing something that glinted in darkness.
Approaching the podium, Vain suddenly sensed the tight grip of trepidation. A strange sensation, alien to the assassin, began to course through his veins, and it took a moment before he realized what it was.
Fear.
Not fear of death, nor even fear for his immortal soul. Simply fear, pure and undiluted from the depths of his very being. Every instinct in him screamed to flee from the room, to remove himself from the source of his fear, but he gritted his teeth and forced his feet in the direction of the pillar and the object it held.
By the time he reached the center of the room and looked at the object of his quest, his knees were visibly shaking and his hand trembled uncontrollably as he reached toward his prize.
On the pillar sat a small, circular piece of flat metal, similar to a large coin, except that it bore irregular edges and the metal, if it were indeed metal, was pure black. How it had glinted in the near darkness eluded Vain, for the disc seemed to absorb what little light lingered. The assassin gazed back at the doorway and saw the old woman, Xamiel, still standing there, cackling to herself at his discomfort. The notion sparked Vain’s anger, and he quickly turned back to the pillar and snatched up the amulet in his right fist.
Pain exploded through Vain’s entire being and he cried out. Flames of torment flowed freely through his system and he felt himself being torn apart, cell by cell, atom by atom. The Dark Man fell to his knees and tried to drop the Glimloche, but it burrowed into the palm of his hand, like a crab digging into the sand.
Vain tore desperately with his left hand at the piece of metal, but soon it had tunneled too far under his skin, and he could feel it clawing its way beneath his flesh toward his shoulder. The skin of his hand closed over and instantly healed itself.
When the Glimloche reached his shoulder, Vain experienced a new pain, much more intense than the original. Between screams, he noticed the skin of his upper chest swirling and puckering, the Glimloche flipping end over end toward his heart. He fell to the floor on his back and raked uselessly at his skin with his fingernails.
After an eternity of anguish, the amulet finally made its way to Vain’s heart. The pain burned so severely now that he wondered how he remained conscious, until he recalled that for all intents and purposes he was already dead, this torture being suffered only by his soul.
If he still had one.
Strangely, this thought seemed to bolster the assassin, and he clutched grimly to what little sanity remained in him. He tried to dull the pain through sheer willpower. If anything this appeared to increase his torture. Finally, Vain surrendered to the agony and let it run free through him. Instantly it abated, replaced with a tremendous sensation of power so intense it felt almost painful in itself.
Vain glanced at the center of his chest and found the Glimloche had disappeared. He moved his hand over the spot where he could sense the power most strongly and touched nothing, not even a blemish where the amulet had been. Confused, Vain looked at his hand and saw faint lines of energy beginning to appear beneath his fingernails, gradually starting to trace lines over the skin of his hands and on up his arms. Sitting up, he checked his other hand and saw that the same spider web network of thin black lines existed there also, crisscrossing up his arm and down across his shoulder, speeding up until his eyes refused to track their movement. Within moments, the same lines of power covered his entire body, all tracing to where the Glimloche had disappeared into his chest.
“And now you are at one with the Glimloche, Dark Man,” cackled a familiar voice behind him. Vain spun to his feet and confronted the old woman.
“What’s happened here, old witch? Where has the amulet gone?”
Xamiel cackled again.
“Do you think this is funny, hag? We’ll see how much you laugh when I tear out your throat.”
“Oh I do like you, assassin,” crowed the old woman. “I can see why that man they called Priest chose you. Even in the midst of Hell you seek to confront that which you do not understand. You show no fear, even though a tool of great evil has just wrapped itself around your soul. You will serve me well when you arrive here permanently.”
“What do you mean?” asked Vain. “Who are you?”
“Let us just say everything is not always what it seems here. Now, back to your original question: in the first place, no amulet exists. The Glimloche is not a physical tool or weapon you can wield by hand; it is a creation of immense power, now entwined with your mortal soul. Your soul has absorbed powers beyond your wildest dreams... or your worst nightmares. Yes, Dark Man, even you have nightmares, and this will make them seem like fairytales in comparison.”
“How can I use this to save the boy?” asked Vain roughly.
“Good, good,” cackled the old woman. “You have no fear of that which you now carry. But don’t worry, the fear will come eventually, when you realize what you truly hold within you. As to how it can be used to help the boy, the answer is: ‘How can it not?’”
Confused and frustrated, Vain barked, “Stop talking in riddles, you ancient bitch. Tell me what I want to know or leave me alone.”
A flicker of annoyance glinted in Xamiel’s eyes and she sneered. “Fool! You know not what you carry or the power you now wield. It is everything and nothing, light and dark, power and weakness all at once. It will allow itself to be used until finally it is strong enough: then it will use you!”
With her words, the old woman seemed to grow in stature, and the light faded from the room even more, the faint quaver in her voice replaced by a deep tremor of power. Vain began to feel a trickle of apprehension run down his spine, and he unconsciously raised his hands in a defensive motion to ward off an attack that didn’t emerge – at least not immediately.
Vain blinked and Xamiel returned to the figure she had been, cackling loudly at the assassin’s stance. “Calm down, Dark Man; you and I are friends, and friends don’t fear each other. You will learn the powers of the Glimloche in due time, but for now it seems you are returning to your body. You lucky thing.”
Vain looked down and saw his body slowly fading. The room became more substantial around him and soon he could see through his legs to the floor below his feet.
“Don’t worry, Dark Man,” advised Xamiel, leaning on her staff. “You’ll wake up unharmed and intact in a few moments, and all of this will seem like a dream. Just one thing before you leave.” Vain squinted, trying to focus while she rapidly faded from his sight. “When you see Empeth, tell him Satan sends her regards.”
Vain gasped in shock at the old woman’s words. Her eyes flickered from the milky-white they had been to a deep blood-red, her laughter rising to a beastly roar.
And then he was gone.
* * * *
Vain sat up on the cold stone floor and sucked in a huge gulp of air. The seven monks still sat around him in the same pattern as when he had left. Seeing Abbot Dokei approaching, Vain asked, “How long have I been gone?”
The Abbot peered quizzically at Vain and said, “Gone, Dark Man? You have not gone anywhere. It seems the ritual has failed.” He seemed slightly relieved at the outcome.
“That cannot be!” gasped Vain. “I feel like I’ve been gone for weeks.”
“Ah,” murmured the Abbot softly. “We have never had to perform the ritual before and so were unsure of what the result would be. It appears your entire journey has been completely instantaneous, possibly because Hell is said to stand outside of time itself.”
“I feel different,” said Vain. “It’s like something is chewing away at my mind. I have to concentrate to make it stop.”
“So, you found the Glimloche,” said Abbot Dokei grimly. “I had almost hoped you would fail, and Satan would expel you from his realm.”
“Her realm,” corrected Vain. “And in fact she proved quite helpful. Everyone always goes on about how evil she is. Sure, she turned into a giant beast with glowing red eyes just before I left, but other than that she seemed quite agreeable.”
Abbot Dokei stared, mouth agape, at Vain. “You met the ruler of the underworld?” When Vain nodded, the Abbot shook his head in dismay. “He is not a she,” he said. “In reality he is not even a he in our usual perception. The creature you saw is something far beyond our scant knowledge, but one thing we know for sure, that all the tomes and ancient writings agree on, is naming it the ‘Prince of Deceivers’. Whatever it told you was for its own ends and not out of any love for humans. It may be that it helped you so that its goals may one day be realized. Not today, not next week, but sometime in the future, what we have done here today may result in an evil far worse than anything Sordarrah could visit upon the Earth and humankind.”
Vain stared impassively at the Abbot before rising to his feet. “Scary stuff. Stop it monk-man or I’ll wet the bed.”
The surrounding monks stared, enraged at the Dark Man’s tone, and two moved to admonish him for his insolence, but the Abbot waved them away. “Do not mock what you do not understand, assassin,” he said calmly with no hint of anger.
“The forces that you so willingly battle are more powerful than you can possibly imagine. The Catholic Church calls them God and the Devil. We know of them as harmony and chaos. Whatever you name them, one is good and works for the benevolence of creation, while one is evil and works to unravel anything in this realm that benefits good.
“In your killings you have increased the capacity for evil in the world, for when you do evil deeds they not only affect the ones who you hurt intentionally, but also those others attached to the people you hurt. In turn, that upsets and angers them and eventually they may also perform deeds of evil because of the evil visited upon them. They will justify their actions by saying, ‘I will do this deed to avenge my lost one,’ even though quite often the ones they hurt are not the ones who hurt them. The only way for the pain to stop is for one person to say they will not do it, despite what they may feel inside. This contributes to harmony, and thus restores the balance in the universe.”
The Abbot’s words were uncannily similar to those used by Sebastian when Vain had tried to kill the giant Tobias. The truth in what the Abbot preached was easy to see, and yet so difficult to act upon. If Martin Roberts’s wife and child had not been so brutally killed, Vain would never have existed. If Vain had never existed, all of the people he’d killed would possibly still be alive, and their survivors would not have gone on to seek vengeance for their loved one’s deaths.
“Your logic is double edged though, Abbot,” said Vain, introspection clouding his thoughts. “For every individual I’ve killed, there is also one less person to visit evil upon others. One less murderer to break into a man’s house and tear away every shred of what is good in his life and turn him into a monster of hatred. One less torturer to attack a little girl while she screams for her daddy, but he watches helplessly because he is too weak.”
“What you say is true, Vain,” began Abbot Dokei carefully, “but you must ask yourself, how many people have become monsters like yourself because of your deeds.”
Vain stood looking thoughtfully at the Abbot. “I don’t care,” he finally spat.
“Of course not,” said the Abbot softly. “You are Vain. The only person of importance is you, and the only things that matter are those you choose to concern yourself with. You care nothing for your influence on those around you, or the impact your deeds have once you’re done.”
“You’re wrong, holy man, I do care. I care about the boy. And may your God or harmony or whatever the hell you call it help the person who tries to stop me from saving him.”
With that the assassin turned and left the temple, not seeing the small smile of satisfaction creep into Abbot Dokei’s features as he descended the stairs.
* * * *
Vain’s trek down the mountain proved far more difficult than the ascent. Without a guide, the assassin constantly made wrong turns and often ended up completely turned around and stumbling upon his own tracks in the snow. At one stage he almost gave up and returned to the temple, but his wounded pride wouldn’t let him revisit the man who had so blatantly scorned him. As it stood, he was so lost by this time that he probably wouldn’t have been able to find his way back, even if he’d wanted to.
Strangely, Vain seemed unaffected by the cold. At first he had dismissed it due to the body heat generated trudging through the shin-deep drifts, but when he stopped for the night to make camp he realized that he still sensed nothing out of the ordinary. He knew it was cold, could feel the wind on the skin of his cheeks, but unlike the journey up the mountain where his entire body had ached from the chill, he now felt nothing. Likewise, when he held his hands close to the flames of his campfire, there appeared no distinct change in his skin’s temperature.
Intrigued by this latest development, Vain removed first his heavy fur-lined coat, followed by the two thick sweaters he wore beneath it, and sat under the stars in the snow bare-chested. No burning frost bit into his skin, rather he felt exactly the same as when he’d been wearing the heavy clothes.
Deciding to test this phenomenon further, Vain gingerly reached his right hand toward the flames, ready to pull it back at the first sensation of pain. When none came, he pushed it further into the blaze until his palm rested on the coals at the bottom of the fire. The flames licked and crawled over the skin of his arm, but no burning pain flowed from the intense heat. Gradually, Vain removed his arm from the flames and inspected it for damage. Not a single hair on his forearm had been singed, and the skin beneath remained completely unmarred.
Amazed by this event, Vain pulled his sweaters back on, more out of habit than necessity, and lay back down beside the fire. Closing his eyes, he felt the now familiar clawing at his mind and concentrated on pushing it away. It seemed stronger this time and took more focus for him to rid his brain of its horrible scrabbling across his thoughts.
Slowly, Vain realized this must be how the Glimloche worked. In exchange for its power, the user gradually gave control over to the amulet. If used too much, the Glimloche would eventually dominate Vain completely, much as it had Empeth. This fact both angered and intrigued the assassin. He silently made a vow not to use the amulet again unless absolutely necessary. But considering the foes he faced, Vain realized that every second in their presence, the power of the Glimloche might be required just to survive.
Shrugging away the problem in his usual fashion, the assassin cleared his thoughts and drifted off into the abysmal sleep of the damned.
 



Chapter Eleven
  The Angel of Death
The young blond man awoke with no memory. Rising from the odorous floor of the murky alleyway, he analyzed his appearance and noticed without surprise or shame that he stood completely naked. His body was perfectly sculpted, and his long blond hair fell softly down to his shoulders. Rubbing clean the grimy surface of a nearby window, he studied his face in the shrouded reflection and gave himself a wry grin. Brilliantly blue eyes reflected from the glass as he analyzed the perfectly straight, white teeth flashing back from the handsome, hairless face in the window. Satisfied, he turned away and moved toward the noise coming from the end of the alley.
Reaching the main street, the young man looked around in wonder at the brilliant lights and colors that surrounded him. Across the street, a large building with a sign above the enormous entryway boasted: ‘The Late Show, with David Letterman’, in bright yellow lights which lit up the crowd waiting to go inside.
This ‘David Letterman’ must be a leader of some sort, thought the young man. Perhaps he is a prophet or the emperor of this land.
Instinctively knowing that he needed to avoid large crowds like the one outside the building, the young man turned in the opposite direction and moved calmly off down the street. The avenue was well populated, and gasps of shock turned quickly to hollers of abuse or screams of disgust as the young man strolled past them. In contrast, a sparse few looked him up and down in open admiration, beckoning to him with their eyes. He ignored them all.
A few hundred yards down the street, the young man decided he should stay out of sight for the time being and entered another alleyway, striding into the darkness. He hadn’t gone far before realizing he no longer walked alone, and soon felt a light tap on his shoulder.
Turning smoothly, the young man looked directly into the chest of an enormous beast of a man. Arms the size of tree trunks bulged from a sleeveless shirt that swelled again where his neck muscles fought to escape from the taut material. A head remarkably similar to a sidewalk slab with eyebrows frowned down at the young man while behind him stood four smaller versions of the giant, all grinning maliciously.
Smiling calmly up into the leader’s enormous ape-like features, the young man offered his hand in a show of friendship.
“Look, boys,” chuckled the ape-man, “the gay boy wants to be our friend.” His cronies sniggered mirthlessly.
“I seem to remember this is a way of greeting in this place,” said the young man melodiously. The group seemed transfixed by his voice.
Shaking his head viciously to clear it, the leader finally spoke, “Yeah, well, around here we have a different way.” With that he swung a bone shattering blow into the young man’s stomach with all of his strength. A loud crunching noise, like gravel being crushed beneath car tires, was cut off by a howl of pain that tore through the night air.
The young man stood unmarked and unmoved in the center of the alleyway, a bemused expression on his face. The four remaining thugs stood back in shock, watching their leader writhing in pain on the ground, clutching his wrist as shards materialized from the back of his arm right to the end of his hand. The bones from his elbow to his fingertips had shattered with such force that they had driven right through the giant man’s skin.
One of the thugs drew a large knife from beneath his long jacket. Another drew a switchblade while the man beside him pulled out a short metallic tube that shot out into a baton when he pressed a button on its side. The fourth stood back with his hand inside his jacket while the other three spread around the young man. “You’re gonna pay for what you just done to Gabriel!” snarled the one with the baton.
Something inside the young man’s mind clicked. “Gabriel? Why, my name is Gabriel also, and I didn’t do anything to your friend – he attacked me.”
The man on Gabriel’s left suddenly lunged forward, his knife plunging toward Gabriel’s unprotected ribs. Gabriel instinctively batted the weapon aside, and pushed the man away from him. The force of the blow was such that his assailant flew several feet through the air and collided solidly with the wall at the end of the alley, slumping to the ground unconscious.
The three remaining muggers hesitated briefly before the last drew a pistol from inside his jacket and fired point-blank into Gabriel’s face. The bullet connected with the side of the young man’s head and knocked it askew before flattening and dropping to the alley pavement.
Plink.
Unharmed, Gabriel slowly turned his head toward the gunman. A deep crimson began to burn within his eyes and he pronounced with soft power, “Get ye gone, infidel! Who are ye to stand before the will of God almighty?”
The three thugs sensed the force within the young man’s words and as one they turned and fled for their lives.
Gabriel chuckled softly. Although it had been an abuse of his earthborn powers, the altercation had been refreshing for his spirit. It felt good knowing the Angel of Death could still make men quiver in their shoes.
His memories trickling back, Gabriel turned his attention to the unconscious mugger still slumped against the alley wall. Ignoring the screaming leader, he concentrated on replicating the man’s clothing, and identical garb instantly cloaked his form. He then moved toward the crippled boss and reached out for his shattered arm. The thug tried to crawl away from Gabriel, but every movement sent howling shards through his entire body and he quickly submitted to the young man’s grasp.
An intense white light shot out as Gabriel placed his hands onto the mugger’s pulverized arm, momentarily illuminating the entire alleyway like a prolonged flashbulb. When the radiance receded, the mugger’s arm had been completely restored without even a hint of blood. Even the crimson that had splashed onto his grimy shirt had disappeared.
“W-what the hell are you, man?” stammered the mugger.
“I am a messenger,” said Gabriel softly. “And now I must go and deliver my message. Goodbye.”
The young man disappeared down the alleyway and the mugger rose unsteadily to his feet. “Boy, I’m glad that message isn’t coming to me,” he muttered, before moving tentatively toward his comrade and beginning the long chore of trying to rouse him from his unnatural slumber.
* * * *
Vain walked calmly through the airport, looking neither left nor right, simply focusing on the floor directly ahead of him. This lessened his chance of attracting the attention of any curious passersby, while also allowing him more use of his peripheral vision. Sudden or unnatural movement was easier to detect at the edges of vision, a protective system from a more primitive time in human development. Vain managed to screen out the normal movement around him by doing this and still instinctively realize when he was being watched or followed.
Suddenly he noticed a change in the motion of the crowd to his right and subtly altered his direction away from the disturbance. The flight back to New York and his access through customs had proceeded without incident so far. He’d used a different identity again and left his weapons behind to minimize the chances of being caught, this time posing as a middle-aged Lebanese taxi driver from Queens returning from a much needed holiday. Dressed simply in a bright t-shirt with a thin gray jacket over top and loose blue jeans, on his head he wore a baseball cap turned backward, while several days’ stubble partially disguised his face.
The papers and passport had been difficult to obtain at first, and he had finally had to resort to dealing with a local Triad group in Beijing. Vain hated dealing with Asian gangs. Triads and Yakuza were all basically the same. Always promising their dealings were sealed with the honor of their ancestors, but at the first sign of profit elsewhere, they’d sell you out for two cents, they hated the round-eyes that much. He wished he had time to deal with them all in a manner more to his liking, but forced himself to smile and bow and very nearly kiss their asses in order to get the paperwork he had needed. Another time, perhaps.
Vain heard rapid footfalls behind him and readied himself for attack or flight. “Excuse me, sir,” beckoned a voice from behind him. Vain stopped and slowly turned toward the two security guards.
“Yees?” asked Vain with what he hoped passed for a thick Lebanese accent.
“Sir, could you please come with us?” asked one of the guards. The Dark Man raised his eyes as the second guard inched around to his left, his hand resting nervously on his belt near the grip of his gun.
“Why?” asked Vain.
“Sir, we have some questions regarding an incident that happened here a while ago,” the guard explained confidently.
Damn rent-a-cops, thought Vain. Too dumb to get into the police, they tried to push what little authority they had onto seemingly innocent citizens. Not that he was innocent, but chances were they didn’t really believe Vain was the suspect they were looking for; otherwise they would probably have been pissing their pants while trying to dial 911.
At another time, Vain would have probably humored them and complied with their request, talked them down and left in short order. But he already felt pressed for time and he couldn’t take the chance these two geniuses would discover his identity.
Vain dropped his bag gently to the ground and placed his hands onto the top of his baseball cap.
“I no illegal,” he pleaded in his fake Lebanese accent. “Please don’ lock me up policeman.”
Both guards relaxed at his display, and the one to his left moved his hand away from his pistol and laughed softly. “Hey don’t worry buddy,” said the second guard, “we’re not the police, we just have to go through some stuff with you.”
“Not policeman?” asked Vain. Both guards shook their heads and chuckled again. “Well in that case.... No!” He finished in his own cold voice, and the guards’ faces changed from amusement to shock.
Vain’s right hand shot forward, catching the first guard full in the throat, dropping him to the ground, gasping for breath. The second guard reached for his revolver as Vain spun on his heel and whipped off the baseball cap from his head. Swinging in a wide arc, Vain sliced through the tendons at the back of the second guard’s right hand with the brim of the cap. The thin blades of razor-sharp ceramic Vain had painstakingly sewn into the edging the night before leaving Beijing cut through skin and sinew like a surgeon’s scalpel.
Blood sprayed from the back of the guard’s hand and he fell to his knees beside his partner. Vain casually stepped over the pair, delivering a kick to the first guard’s head, dropping him to the cold tiles. The second guard fought frantically to release his sidearm from its holster while clutching his mangled right hand to his chest.
“That’s why you should always keep your gun in a cross holster,” said Vain, casually collecting the gun from the unconscious guard. “Too many of you idiots want to be John Wayne, and look where you end up. Kneeling on the floor with a full gun you can’t even reach. On another day I would have killed you by now but, luckily for you, I’m not that man today.”
The guard looked imploringly at the assassin; Vain cracked him in the skull with the butt of the gun. “But I’m not a nice man either.”
Collecting the second weapon and placing both into his bag, Vain casually strolled away thinking it would have probably been easier if he had just killed them both.
Somehow, though, he didn’t regret his decision. Originally he’d thought to do it simply to avoid unwanted attention, but now he wasn’t so sure. An image of Sebastian flickered in his mind and, once again vanishing into the crowd, his soul felt somehow lighter, the scrabbling from the Glimloche a little less intense.
Vain strode out of the airport and climbed into a waiting cab just as the gray light of dawn broached the horizon.
* * * *
Sebastian awoke disoriented and still drowsy. His last few attempts to escape from his white jail had severely taxed him. Physically, his exhaustion left him weak as a day-old calf, but mentally he had at least trebled in power. If only his body were strong enough, he could have torn this bleached cube to shreds. Unfortunately, Empeth had learned from his previous mistake and placed some sort of leaching hex into the cell. Whenever Sebastian awoke he seemed completely devoid of energy.
He’d made numerous attempts to re-enact his previous escape, only to fail each time, collapsing lifeless to the floor of the cube. Empeth had punished him severely when he’d discovered Sebastian’s actions, attempting to break his spirit. Once he had spent several hours draining the cube of oxygen, leaving Sebastian gasping for air until he almost suffocated, finally granting him the merest breath to fill his lungs. He took great pleasure in Sebastian’s suffering, and used several spells to ensure the Avun-Riah didn’t lose consciousness or die during the torture. The boy had wept for hours after the torment, and felt himself ready to give up.
Nearing his breaking point, suddenly a great cooling wave washed over him, easing his senses and refreshing his soul.
Be at peace, Avun-Riah, a golden voice pulsed in his mind. The one you call Vain will come for you soon.
Who are you? asked Sebastian mentally.
I
am Gabriel, The Messenger, pulsed the voice.
What is your message? asked Sebastian.
It is not for you, Gifted One. You must keep trying to breach your cell. When the one called Vain arrives, you must have escaped your bonds; or else he will need to expend himself grievously in order to release you.
I can’t go on, pleaded Sebastian. I’m too weak and too scared of what will happen if I am caught again. Please help me.
I cannot help you, pulsed Gabriel. Already I have risked too much in order to speak to you. If I were to interfere further, it could destroy everything we have worked for.
What do you mean? pleaded the boy. Who is this we you’re talking about? And how did you breach the spells around the cell? For God’s sake who are you?
It is for God’s sake that I cannot tell you. I must go now, but remember what I have said. You must be free from your cell when the Dark Man arrives. Farewell, Avun-Riah, I know you will prevail.
Sebastian had once again found himself alone in the cell. Gabriel possessed enormous power; Sebastian had sensed it even along the tenuous thread they had communicated through. He wondered how Empeth had not felt the power also.
Sebastian had continuously endured the intensifying pain every time he attempted to escape, and he knew no matter what happened he would continue his efforts until he either broke free or died.
Sitting on the floor of the cell he pondered Gabriel’s words. It is for God’s sake that I cannot tell you. What did God have to do with all of this? It all seemed overwhelming. Crumbling within himself again, he felt he had nothing left to give. Everyone wanted something from him.
Until he remembered Gabriel’s other words: Vain was coming for him. He had to escape for the assassin’s sake or Vain would surely perish, perhaps worse. Summoning what little energy he could muster, Sebastian knelt on the white floor and began focusing his power once more.
Free or dead….
* * * *
Vain awoke in a musty room of a cheap motel that asked no questions from those who paid up-front. His guns slid smoothly into his hands when he heard the soft knocking on the front door. Gliding silently across the floor, Vain glanced quickly into the peephole situated in the center of the door.
On the other side of the entry stood a man around twenty years of age with shoulder-length blond hair, surrounding a face that struck him as bewilderingly beautiful. Not just beautiful in the sense of physical beauty, rather his face seemed to radiate peace and spiritual harmony. Even the cold heart of the assassin wasn’t left untouched by the power of the young man’s gaze; his azure eyes seemingly stared straight through the door and into Vain’s soul. The assassin briefly felt something akin to shame, almost as if his sins had been laid bare before him for this stranger to view.
Shaking himself from this strange mood, Vain rasped through the door, “What do you want?”
“I bring a message, Dark Man,” responded the young man in a musical voice. “I hope you are prepared to hear it.”
“A message from whom?” asked Vain.
“That is hard to explain through a door, Dark Man. Won’t you let me in? I can assure you I am not your enemy.”
“Well, that makes me all tingly inside,” grunted Vain. “But somehow I don’t feel like receiving any messages today, especially from the recruiting officer for the gay Mardi-Gras.”
“I don’t understand this term ‘gay’,” the young man’s voice mused from behind Vain. The assassin jumped around in shock and aimed his weapons toward where the messenger now stood in the center of the room. “It has been used against me several times now and I am beginning to think it may be offensive.”
“It depends on your point of view,” said Vain steadily, trying to slow his unusually fast heartbeat. “If you like chewing on cock and getting jammed in the ass, I guess it’s a pretty fair term. If you don’t, it simply means you’re just a big ol’ freaky pretty boy who looks and sounds like he’s a poo-puncher.”
If Vain had been expecting an angry response from the young man, he was disappointed by the reaction his unexpected companion conveyed.
“Ah, yes,” the young man said, sitting on the edge of the bed, a soft plume of dust rising from the mattress. “If I understand you rightly, what you mean is an attraction to the same sex. I seem to recall the ancient Greeks used to indulge in such practices; it seemed far more acceptable by society at the time.” He appeared thoughtful for a moment, his expression unreadable.
“You will have to forgive me Dark Man, but returning to flesh after such a long time has left my memory rather jumbled to say the least. However, let me assure you I am not going to – how did you say? – ‘punch your poo’.”
“Who the hell are you?” growled Vain incredulously.
“As I said,” pronounced the young man serenely. “I am a messenger. A messenger and a guide. I am here to help you save the Avun-Riah. My name is Gabriel.”
“What’s the message?” asked Vain, his pistols still pointed at the young man’s heart.
Gabriel stared silently at Vain for a moment, his expression impossible to read. “My message is this: Put aside your anger and your lust for vengeance. Only with a pure heart can you forgive yourself and your enemies. In the end you will find that the weapons of the enemy are useless, and only by embracing him can you hope to defeat him. This is the one true way you can ensure the survival of the Avun-Riah and in turn all life as you know it.”
Vain absorbed the words and said nothing. When he did speak, his words were filled with scorn. “What the fuck are you talking about? ‘Embrace my enemy’? Sure. Right after I rip out his heart and shit in the hole.”
Gabriel shrugged. “I am charged only with bringing the message, not ensuring you believe it. But when the hour has come for you to decide, remember those words or else all is lost.”
“Who is this message from?” asked Vain, moving slowly toward the young man on the bed.
Gabriel sat silently again, but finally he shrugged and said quietly, “These are the words of the one you know as God.”
“Ah, well of course they are,” muttered Vain. “Everybody else is at this bloody party, it’s about time God turned up to poke his nose in. And who the hell are you, some sort of fucking angel I suppose?”
“In a manner of speaking... yes.” Gabriel smiled. “Although it is not what you think. I am not like a person flying around the clouds with feathery wings and a halo.”
“Really? Well you fooled me,” Vain sneered dryly.
“Your sarcasm is not needed, Dark Man,” Gabriel advised.
“No it’s not, but I like to chuck it in there anyway. It adds effect for when I do this.” Vain fired both handguns directly at Gabriel’s torso. The bullets flew toward the younger man, but suddenly slowed before stopping about an inch in front of his chest.
“Why did you do that?” asked Gabriel evenly. “I would have thought by now you would realize how useless your weapons are in this encounter.”
Vain flung the worthless guns aside and snarled, “I just had to make sure. But don’t worry; I’ve got something else for you and your boyfriend Empeth.”
“Empeth?” began Gabriel quizzically. “He is our enemy. Not –”
His words were ripped away as Vain unleashed the power he had silently been gathering within himself with the aid of the Glimloche. Flames of ebony ripped from Vain’s fingers and into Gabriel, flinging him from the bed and pinning him easily against the wall.
“You... must... stop!” gasped Gabriel, struggling against his bonds. “You... know not... what you are... doing!”
“I know exactly what I’m doing, asshole,” snarled Vain. “I’m getting rid of one enemy before I go after your friends. But don’t worry; I’m not going follow your stupid message. I won’t embrace you, just kill you.”
Suddenly, white flames exploded from Gabriel’s chest and pushed back against Vain’s dark blaze. The two forces struggled momentarily for supremacy, but finally Gabriel let out a roar of power that crushed the Glimloche’s fire and flung Vain violently back against the far wall.
Gabriel came to stand over the Dark Man’s crumpled form, snuffing his own power and extending his hand to the assassin. Vain stared at the offering blankly, pushing it aside and climbing to his feet on his own.
“Some weapon that turned out to be,” he muttered softly, brushing the crushed plaster from his right shoulder where he’d connected with the motel wall.
“I am fortunate that you are unskilled in the use of the Glimloche,” said Gabriel calmly, although his eyes betrayed his alarm. “Otherwise I might not be around to assist you in your search for the boy. I hope you believe me now when I tell you again that I am here to assist you. If I were your enemy, you would be dead now.”
Vain nodded hesitantly. “If you want to assist me,” said the assassin warily, “you’d better teach me how to control this damn Glimloche. For a moment there I thought the two of us would end up as toast.”
Gabriel grinned before sitting once more on the end of the bed to begin the next part of his duty.
The last duty he would ever perform.
* * * *
Vain fled, terrified, up the craggy road, stumbling occasionally on the cracked and broken surface.
Everything around him lay dead. Not a scrap of life could be seen as he made his way clumsily up the shattered mountainside and away from whatever chased him. His limbs leaden and slow, his movements uncoordinated and awkward, a far cry from his usual sleekness.
Huge black rocks lay strewn before him, and he clambered slowly around and over them. Dark clouds loomed seemingly just above his head, leaving the air gray and colorless. His own skin bereft of life, even the blood that dripped from his scraped hands fell black upon the dead earth below him.
“Why do you run from me?” whispered a cold voice from behind him. Vain glanced around furtively, but saw nothing.
“You cannot escape me, you know,” hissed the voice, this time from his right. Vain cried out in unaccustomed panic and leaped forward, continuing his clumsy climb up the broken road. Looking ahead, the vast emptiness continued, stretching eternally onward and he wondered how he had come to this place. The mountain stretched upwards forever, the thin black strip of road winding steeply toward a peak that would never materialize.
And who or what was chasing him, sucking his resolve and making him feel such terror?
Vain was no stranger to fear, perhaps the greatest ally he had. When controlled, it gave strength and focus to its user, keeping him alive when he might otherwise fail. But this... this wasn’t the fear he felt accustomed to. Like a blaze flaring uncontrollably in a room full of dry wood, it swept all of his skills aside and left him naked and vulnerable to his enemy.
Who could instill fear like this into the Dark Man?
“You know who I am, assassin. Why do you not acknowledge me?” whispered the voice in his left ear, so close he could feel the breath of the speaker upon his neck.
“I do not know you!” screamed Vain as he swung around to empty air. “Leave me alone!!”
“Never,” taunted the voice calmly from just ahead of where Vain now cowered.
The Dark Man gazed into the cold eyes of the figure standing before him and cringed. Evil seemed to ooze from his pores, and Vain tried unsuccessfully to stand and face him. Falling to his knees once more, the assassin searched inside himself for the fearlessness he once found so familiar, the calm confidence in his own abilities that made him such a deadly hunter of men.
But there was nothing.
“You see,” spat the stranger. “Without me you’re nothing but a scared, weak, little man. And yet you still try to escape me. Why? Why deny yourself the power I bring you?”
“What power?” cried Vain.
“The power of death!” roared the man. “Look before you. This is your path in life. Your recent decisions have corrupted your power, tearing it to shreds and leaving you weak. You feel you have been evil. Well, maybe that is true, but everyone walks their own path in life, yours is simply darker than most. If you try to stray from this path it will shatter completely and leave you with nothing. You will never return to the life you lived before, accept it and walk with me down the Dark Path. You can be sure I will never leave you.”
“But... but who are you?” whispered the assassin.
“I am Vain,” whispered the man coldly. “And we are together on this Dark Path. Now and forever. You cannot escape me, no matter how hard you try.”
The Dark Man wailed into the cloud filled skies, the twin to his soul roaring with laughter.
* * * *
Vain awoke with a start, cold sweat pouring from his forehead. The dream slipped from his grasp even as he reached for it, and he found his memory of it receding. The one thing he knew, though, he would never be free from it, not until he ceased to exist.
 



Chapter Twelve
  Know Your Enemy
Sekiel made no attempt to disguise his hatred, looking across the large mahogany desk to where Empeth sat. That this puny human should be placed in charge of their mission was grating enough, but with his new found powers in the body of Priest, Sekiel could feel the thoughts of the human, and soon realized that Empeth held him and his brothers in contempt. Confident his powers were greater than all of theirs combined, Empeth was angered that their Lord had considered it necessary for them to be brought in at all.
Empeth felt Sekiel’s hatred and smiled icily at the demon. At that moment, the demon almost forgot his Lord’s orders, and nearly leaped the table to tear out Empeth’s throat.
Almost, but not quite.
One did not forget Sordarrah’s orders easily when the result would be the flaying of his immortal soul over several centuries, followed by the end of existence. That was, if he actually succeeded in destroying Empeth – which remained doubtful. The man could tap into a source of power that Sekiel did not understand, and as such he feared it.
Sekiel did not fear pain, his entire existence had been filled with more suffering than any mortal being could understand. In human form, everything hurt for a demon. Breathing air was like fanning flames inside his chest, looking at sunlight brought the sensation his eyes would burst, and the sounds of everyday life were razors inside his head.
What Sekiel feared was an end to his existence.
Humans could not understand the terror a demon felt regarding death. Not corporeal death of the body, rather the end of immortality. Humans learned from their first breath that one day they would eventually die, which is why they had invented their stupid religions and the fables of a paradise awaiting them after death.
Stupid apes, all believing their foolish myths. Even Empeth had followed their God for a time, and look where he ended up. If a higher God existed, Sekiel had never found any real evidence to support it, and he had lived for eternity and seen to the edges of the all of the combined universes.
There could be no God but Sordarrah. He knew this, but at the same time a voice now seemed to be calling out softly to him from his subconscious.
What if you’re wrong?
Ever since he had taken over the body of the man named Priest he had been having such strange thoughts. He had access to the man’s memories and knew that he had – by mortal standards – possessed an incredibly high psychic ability. The strangest thing of all was that Priest had only used these powers to help other people. Such a concept seemed totally alien to a creature like Sekiel whose concerns centered around one person: himself. Even his so-called love for his Lord Sordarrah was based upon self preservation.
They will kill the boy. Help him!
The voice seemed to come from behind him. Sekiel spun around, but nobody stood there. Shaking his head softly he returned his attention to Empeth who now regarded him strangely.
Simple confusion. Once they accomplished their objective and destroyed the boy –
Help him!
– he would feel like himself again. Until then, he had to simply ignore the strange voices that were now invading his mind.
“You will release the Velearstk immediately,” stated Empeth suddenly, grinning widely when he saw the shock register upon the demon’s face.
“You mean a Velearstk surely,” said Sekiel, trying to push the fear from his voice.
Empeth’s smile vanished and he hissed malignantly, “No, I want them all hunting the assassin. I want no more mistakes. There have been far too many made already by you incompetent fools. I should have gone to Rome myself, but I thought a single mortal would not prove such a problem for The Four. Obviously I have been proven wrong. I had not realized you have all become so weak.”
“I should tear your heart out right now, you miserable worm!” growled Sekiel, rising testily to his feet.
“You don’t have the power, demon! If you did, I would have sent you back to Hell the moment you were reborn. You could explain to our Lord how you failed yet again in his quest to conquer this realm. I somehow don’t think He’ll be in any mood to buy your excuses this time – what do you think?”
Sekiel swallowed his rage and sat back down, clenching his hands into fists to quell the trembling from his surging emotions. Empeth was right, he lacked the power in human form to defeat their arrogant leader on his own, but once their mission completed, he and his three brothers would make sure this cocky creature vanished from existence once and for all. This knowledge helped him control his emotions, and gradually the trembling subsided.
“I am sorry, Lord Empeth, for my impertinence,” whispered Sekiel through gritted teeth while bowing his head in obeisance. “It will not happen again. But might I implore you to rethink your decision. There are thirteen Velearstk in Limbo, and just one could easily destroy an entire city if left unchecked.”
“It does not matter what happens to these pathetic mortals now,” said Empeth dismissively as he rose from his chair and walked calmly over to Sekiel. “All that matters is that the boy is not rescued by this Dark Man. It has come to my attention that he has acquired the power of the Glimloche. I do not want a repeat of what happened in Germany, so we shall release them all and fill them with the soul-scent of this assassin. He should be destroyed by tomorrow, and we can complete the ceremony to return our Lord untroubled. Why do you care what happens to this world anyway?”
Sekiel shook his head dumbly, unable to answer even to himself. He rose, turned on his heel and left the room. Stupid human. Playing with powers you cannot possibly understand. I yearn for the day when I will hold your bloodied heart in my hand, but until then I will play your silly game. Enjoy your time as master of the demons, Empeth, for it will be short.
He made his way to the lower levels of the ancient mansion. The old building seemed appropriate, considering those who chose to dwell there. Alas, it was awkward in situations such as this, where Sekiel had to get from the corner room of the top floor to the basement where he needed to enact the incantations necessary to release the Velearstk from their immortal imprisonment in Limbo. He sent a mental summons to his three brothers to meet him there. It would take all of their powers combined to contain the furious energy released with the breaking of the seals that held the Hell-beasts.
Upon arriving in the basement, Sekiel found his thoughts wandering while he waited for his brothers. One of the few true immortals who still existed across all of the universes, he had seen worlds both born and destroyed, stars burst into life and flutter into a darkness so deep it sucked all other light into its desolate blackness. And yet, with all his millions of years behind him, he could not recall the moment of creation, when everything had come to be. This puzzled him, because he could remember perfectly any other moment in his entire existence with crystal clarity, like it had happened only yesterday.
He could recall a single moment when he was nothing, and the next he became something. He remembered his Lord Sordarrah’s first words to him, “You shall be my blade of impurity with which I shall smite Him.” Sekiel had never asked his master whom he had spoken of in that first meeting, but now he found himself pondering the words.
Originally, he had thought the words referred to Satan, but the centuries had passed, and he had not been used directly against the ruler of Hell, he began to think his master might have been referring to someone or something else. Could he have been referring to the one these humans called God?
God will forgive you if you ask Him, promised the voice in his mind quietly.
There is no such creature, if one existed, I would have found evidence of Him an eternity ago. Sekiel shook his head roughly, angry with himself for acknowledging the voice. Sordarrah was the only Lord, there could be no God.
He loves you.
Pushing the strange thoughts away roughly, Sekiel occupied his mind with his current situation. If only he could use his ethereal powers, he would destroy Empeth, and become the true leader of his destiny.
Unfortunately, undertaking such a plan would collapse the entire universe, and thus end existence completely for all time. Demons were only able to use their powers in the mortal realm when they were in fact mortal. The single greatest drawback of being an immortal. Sekiel had learned of the wars between the dimensions, but only through hearsay and innuendo, because the only beings who still existed from that time did not speak of such things. His own Lord Sordarrah had cruelly destroyed the last of his subjects to even mention the wars, and so none spoke of it anymore, even among themselves.
Sekiel heard footsteps on the stairway and turned to see his brothers descending to join him. Bennael came first; his awesome bulk filling the narrow staircase. Next followed Torresh. In complete contrast to Bennael, his skinny and sickly frame showcased his famine-drenched soul, yet was vastly contradicted by the power emanating from behind his eyes.
Finally, in stalked Antarsh. Lithe and confident, Antarsh reveled in conquest. He would relish the calling of the Velearstk, the opportunity to unleash such raw fury against the mortals.
“We have been ordered to release the Velearstk,” said Sekiel calmly, silently observing the expressions of each of his brothers. As expected, Antarsh grinned broadly in anticipation, while Bennael merely frowned. Torresh cursed loudly in the quiet basement and shook his head in disbelief.
Sekiel led them to a room at the rear of the basement and pulled a heavy key from his pocket. Sliding the key through the tumblers, he swiftly turned it and pulled it clear before the guard spells around the lock could be aroused. Opening the door, he glanced quickly toward the corner where the wall swirled with the space-displacement power that held the Avun-Riah prisoner. Such a simple spell, thought Sekiel, if the boy only knew how easily he could break free he would probably kick himself.
HELP HIM!!!
The thought struck him so viciously that he visibly reeled. Whirling around, he saw his brothers peering at him strangely and pushed the unbidden thought away roughly. It had not been an order so much as a plea, and for an instant he’d felt powerfully compelled to follow the voice’s request and free the boy.
Rapidly regaining his composure and turning away from the spell, Sekiel motioned his kindred to the blood-altar beside the cage holding the three prisoners they would need for the sacrifice. He turned and locked the door again, joining his brothers at the altar.
If there really is a God, he thought silently, the Dark Man had better start praying to Him, for nothing else on this Earth will protect him from what we are about to unleash. Not even his precious Glimloche.
* * * *
The explosion shook the walls of the motel room where Vain had fallen asleep after his training with Gabriel. His grasp on the powers of the Glimloche seemed stronger now, and he found he could use it with less trepidation – or so he hoped. The two had spent the entire day refining Vain’s control. Several times the assassin had thought he might yield to the evil scrabbling within his mind, but Gabriel had always been there to help pull him back.
The archangel had forced Vain to focus on the minutiae of using the Glimloche, rather than the explosive force he had wielded earlier in their initial battle. During the course of their training, an uneasy truce had slowly developed between the two.
“Developed by evil as a weapon of evil, the Glimloche magnifies what lies within the user’s own heart outward with malignant force. This is why it tries to take control of you, and why you can never let it win,” Gabriel explained to Vain.
“What will happen if it takes me over?”
“Then the tiny light of goodness inside of you will be snuffed out completely. You will become a creature of pure malice bearing the powers of a god without the constraints that normal immortals face when within this realm. You will destroy everything to achieve whatever twisted ambitions unravel within your newly warped being.”
“All you had to say was that it would be a very bad thing. No need to heap the extra pressure on me with your doom and gloom speech,” muttered Vain bitterly.
“Dark Man, it is of vital importance that you do not allow the Glimloche to seize control. Imagine all the evil in the universe paling in contrast. It will tear your soul to shreds and devour everything in its path to achieve its wants.”
“Once again, not helping,” stated Vain firmly. “Didn’t Empeth have this thing inside him at some stage? How did he survive it?”
“The only way he survived was by expelling it from his soul. I have no idea how he managed this, but rest assured you don’t want to travel the same road. You have seen the end result.”
“So basically I’m fucked, is that what you’re saying?” Vain assessed grimly.
“I’m sorry, but you did ask me, and I cannot lie.” Gabriel shifted uncomfortably.
Vain ignored the apology. “Who made it?” he asked.
Again Gabriel looked uneasy. “That doesn’t matter at this stage,” he said finally.
“Doesn’t matter?” stormed Vain. “This thing is inside of me trying to turn me into a finger puppet and you’re saying it doesn’t matter? Tell me now, damn it!”
Gabriel seemed to crumple slightly. “The Glimloche was created by a fallen angel. A creature so powerful it believed it could destroy God himself. The one you call the Devil.”
If Gabriel expected scorn or disbelief he was sorely disappointed. Vain simply nodded. “Well, that makes sense.”
“What makes sense?”
“I met him in Hell,” said Vain simply. “Or her – whatever.”
“You met Lucifer?” asked Gabriel incredulously.
“Yes. Rather helpful in fact, but I’m starting to think she might have been lying to me.”
“Human, you are truly remarkable. You meet the most evil creature in the universe and all you can say is: ‘Rather helpful in fact’.”
Vain grimaced. “Anyway, that’s all beside the point. What else can this thing do?”
Gabriel shook his head softly. “The Glimloche is limited only by your imagination. Unfortunately most creatures who acquire it merely lust for power, and thus it has only ever been recorded as a force for evil. Remember that Lucifer wasn’t always evil – he once held the duty of archangel like myself.”
“So it can be used toward other ends?”
“As I said, it magnifies what lies within a person’s heart. Whatever the user feels can be created using the power of the Glimloche.”
“Not much chance for somebody like me then.”
“Probably not,” agreed Gabriel impassively. Vain had forced a laugh, and the two had continued with the training.
A second explosion – closer this time – rocked the small room, and Vain leaped from the bed, instinctively reaching under the pillow to gather his handguns. He stopped short, fingering their familiar grips and realizing he no longer needed them. The Glimloche that surged within his soul was more powerful than anything made by man.
Vain made his decision and walked to the back of the room, leaving the guns on the table. He honed his concentration and stepped up to the wall – and then through it!
He emerged at the rear of the motel and instantly shrouded himself in darkness. Ebony swirled around his frame, and he slid along the wall, merging perfectly with the shadows. Reaching the edge, he cautiously peered around the corner and witnessed a scene of carnage.
The cars parked in front of the motel had been set alight; two had been reduced to fragments. Vain guessed these had been the explosions that had awoken him, amazed the other sounds of destruction had not. A sudden movement flickered near the edge of his vision, and the car park rang with the screams of a woman. Sliding quickly to the opposite wall, Vain could now see a girl being dragged from her room by a creature that almost defied description.
Eight limbs sprouted from the scaled beast’s torso. Reaching the car park, it reared up onto its four hind limbs, and used the front four to grasp the woman and, with a tremendous surge of strength, tore her into quarters. Incredibly her death was not instant, her voice still crying piteously after her dismemberment.
Swiftly realizing that its victim still lived, the creature pounced upon her again and viciously clamped its cavernous, fang-filled mouth over her head, ending her screams with a savage wrench. The beast again reared up to its full height – Vain guessed something over twelve feet – and let loose an ear-splitting roar that echoed similarly from other areas within the motel.
Swaying its elongated head to the left and right trying to gather the scent of its prey, the creature’s face, though serpentine, also bore similarities to that of a human. The nose, while stretched and covered in scales, bore the unmistakable traits of a person, as did the ears. The lipless mouth resembled a snake’s or large lizard’s, and the gaze filled with a malicious cunning that seemed to glint with anticipation, moving toward where Vain’s room lay.
The Dark Man suddenly felt a hand upon his shoulder and instinctively roused the power of the Glimloche, readying himself for an attack. Instead, swinging around, he found Gabriel standing behind him, a look of infinite sorrow bathing his features, watching the slaughter occurring within the motel. The fires had almost burned out, but the crashing of demolished buildings echoed clearly along with several screams from within some of the rooms.
“We must leave quickly,” whispered Gabriel through clenched teeth, trying to suppress emotions that so obviously raged within him.
“What are those creatures?” hissed Vain.
“They are Velearstk, and we must flee. Now!” hissed Gabriel. He grabbed Vain quickly by the upper arm, and the world swirled into vertigo and midnight.
His vision clearing slowly, Vain wrenched his arm clear of Gabriel’s grasp and glanced around them. They were now in what appeared to be the car park of a shopping center some five miles from the motel.
“Don’t you ever do that again, you weird bastard,” grated Vain, but the words held no real malevolence, merely relief at escaping the massacre.
“We don’t have much time,” said Gabriel. “They will soon discover you have escaped them and they will follow. Unfortunately I can transport us no further; my powers were sapped trying to cloud your soul scent. We will have to make our way by more conventional transport.”
“Soul Scent?” asked Vain, “What the hell is a soul scent?”
“Every creature that has a soul leaves a trace of it behind them wherever they go. It is similar to the smell a tracking dog follows. Some creatures can pursue these soul scents to find the whereabouts of their origin. In this case, it’s you. The Velearstk will have been imprinted with your soul scent upon their release from Limbo, and they will track you until they either kill you or are destroyed.”
“Oh... good,” said Vain. “For a moment there I thought we were in trouble. Well, why didn’t we just kill them back at the motel? At least we knew where they were; now we’ll have to keep looking over our shoulders while we run away. I don’t like that prospect.”
“You don’t ‘just kill’ the Velearstk,” said Gabriel, a touch of irritation slipping into his voice. “I’m not sure you could even destroy one yet, and there are thirteen in total. You would be annihilated within moments of facing one – they are all mentally linked and would swarm in on you instantly.”
“Thirteen? What is it with the number thirteen all the time?” said Vain suddenly. “It seems to emerge whenever there is something related to Sordarrah. I thought it was just supposed to be bad luck.”
Gabriel grimaced. “It is far more than bad luck, Dark Man. Humans believe thirteen is an unlucky number for many reasons, the main being traced back to the number of people present at the last supper with Christ. There were twelve apostles plus Jesus when the great betrayal occurred, and ever since that time people have believed thirteen to be a bad omen. I do not know if it was simply bad luck or an early sign of Empeth’s corruption – needless to say, being a guardian he should have known better. However, in relation to the forces we face now, thirteen is a number of great power. As six, six, six is said to be the number of Satan, so thirteen could be called the number of Sordarrah.”
“And I suppose your God’s number is one?” Vain mused sarcastically.
“He is not my God, Dark Man. He is our God and he has no number. It does not matter that you do not believe in Him, what matters is that He believes in you. Why else do you think you were chosen for this task? For your sparkling wit perhaps?”
“Well, well,” the ghost of a smile appeared upon Vain’s lips. “I do believe you almost made a joke there, fairy boy. I think my ‘sparkling wit’ must be starting to rub off on you,” he finished with a low chuckle.
“Corrupting me more likely,” muttered Gabriel. “Anyway, nobody knows where these numbers originated from or what their purposes are. Possibly star alignments from past events or dates yet to be, their true reason will probably never be known.”
“Why doesn’t your God just tell you?” asked Vain.
“Our God is not exactly what you think, Dark Man. Neither am I. I could not possibly explain the great mysteries of the universe to you in a way that you could fathom, so let me just say this: think of me as energy with purpose. I now appear in human form to complete my final assignment, but for eons I have existed with no form, travelling inside and outside the dimensions with no limit to the powers I can obtain or achieve. You would agree that is vastly superior to being human, yes?” Vain slowly nodded his head, unable to disagree.
“Now picture this,” Gabriel whispered softly. “Our Lord is as superior to me as you are to a grain of sand.”
Vain looked deep into the eyes of his companion and suddenly realized the scope of what Gabriel explained. It seemed astronomical, and Vain found his mind reeling at the responsibility that now weighed down like lead atop his shoulders.
“I don’t want this!” he fumed suddenly. “Choose someone else before it’s too late!”
“There is no one else, Vain,” said Gabriel sadly. “You are the only hope now for all of existence. I cannot imagine what a burden this will prove for you, but know this: I will help you in any way I can throughout this journey, I promise you upon my eternal existence.”
Vain struggled momentarily to regain his composure, finally mustering a wry grin. “Okay then... angel,” he challenged, “how are you at stealing cars?”
Gabriel looked momentarily uncomfortable and, with eyes lowered, he murmured, “I cannot. Stealing is a sin.”
Vain’s laughter reverberated loudly in the quiet car park. “Fallen at the first step eh? Don’t worry; I think I’ll be able to manage enough sinning for the both of us.”
Gabriel grinned grimly, and the two moved off, the sun cresting the hills before them.
 



Chapter Thirteen
  The Velearstk
The Velearstk knew as one that their target had escaped. Instantly, they ceased their search and moved simultaneously to the front of the motel. Releasing the wings folded beneath scaly flaps of hide on their backs, they took flight and moved at speed after their quarry.
The beasts had not known such freedom in centuries, and even then they had seldom been able to hunt in their full pack. Trapped in Limbo since before this puny planet had been created, only occasionally had one or two been released to briefly do the bidding of Sordarrah or his minions. This knowledge grated on the beasts, but they knew of no way to escape their captors and so had to obey their whims.
The Velearstk were a collective: not so much individual beasts as one mind inhabiting several bodies, thus enabling their power of telepathy. The thoughts of one became the thoughts of the whole; the will of one, the will of each. Unfortunately, this had been their undoing. Their capture by Sordarrah had been a simple case of catching one, waiting until the rest located it, and then ensnaring them all. The spells of containment used to imprison them had sealed off their greater power and left them pawns for their captor.
Everything had been taken from them.
No form. No time. No thought.... For all eternity.
They were determined to make the most of their freedom while it lasted. The attack on the motel had not required such destruction, but there had been no limit placed upon their fury either, so they had destroyed it and every living thing within. It troubled them slightly that they had not been able to locate their prey; it had seemed for a while that a great shroud had been draped over the soul scent. When it had lifted, they knew instantly that their quarry had eluded them.
For the time being.
Their flight took them several miles before sighting their target speeding along the road ahead of them in one of this world’s primitive modes of transport. They increased their unified velocity, knowing it was only a matter of time.
Glorious time.
* * * *
“They’re coming fast!” yelled Gabriel over the rattling motor of the car Vain had liberated from the shopping mall car park. From the outside, the vehicle had seemed in excellent condition, and had driven so for the first two miles until with a loud bang something had burst within the engine, and their pace had steadily slowed.
“Damn piece of crap!” cursed Vain.
“We won’t outrun them in this,” stated Gabriel with a calmness that grated on the assassin’s nerves.
Vain slammed on the brakes, bringing the car to an abrupt halt in the middle of the road. “Then we stop and fight.”
Looking around, the Dark Man saw nothing likely to aid them in the upcoming battle. No large buildings for cover, no other cars he could take for their escape. It would end here, one way or another. He turned when Gabriel approached him.
“You cannot win this fight, Dark Man. You are not ready yet to face these beasts.”
“What are they? Tell me everything you know.”
Gabriel sighed. “They were captured and used during the first war by Sordarrah in the battle against our Lord. I do not know where they originated from, only that their might – in ethereal form – is terrible to behold. In this realm, their powers will be weaker. They must exert themselves to keep from dissipating back into their true form of pure energy. Much of their strength will be expended maintaining their physical structure, but they could still easily destroy this entire planet if left for long enough.”
“Would they, though?” asked Vain, a plan forming in his mind.
“What do you mean?”
“Would they destroy the planet? Are they evil creatures by nature or are they made to do evil deeds by their captors? Tell me something, are they smart? Can they communicate with us?”
“Not smart, no. But they can communicate – barely.” Trepidation crept into Gabriel’s voice. “You cannot be thinking to make a deal with them; they will destroy you before you utter a single word!”
“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Vain murmured, gesturing toward the thirteen enormous beasts flying toward where they stood.
* * * *
The Velearstk let out a deafening shriek and swooped down toward their prey. Suddenly the air around them shifted, seeming to lose substance. Their great wings beat against nothing as they plummeted through a vacuum, culminating in a massive crash. The enormous explosion shifted the very ground.
Before they could rise and attack their target, the Earth’s gravity seemed to multiply a hundredfold, and they found themselves pinned to the earth. The man walked slowly over to where they thrashed in the dust, a look of intense concentration upon his face, and a tremendous force flowing from his form.
“Do you like being prisoners of Sordarrah?” asked the man calmly, although now he was sweating with the effort of holding them down. “Wouldn’t you like to be free?”
This puzzled the Velearstk and they relaxed their frenzied thrashing slightly as the man stepped even closer.
“I will release you if you listen to what I have to say,” said the man.
“We kill you,” said the Velearstk as one.
“Perhaps, but what do you have to lose by listening to me? And what do you have to gain?”
What the small creature said rang true, and at least it would save them some power they could use to fight the return summons for a short time longer. “We listen to words. Then you die.”
* * * *
Vain released his control over the gravity around the Velearstk and involuntarily sighed. The power he had needed to hold the beasts for those few short moments had almost exhausted him and he now realized Gabriel had spoken the truth. He had no chance of destroying these beasts. Not even if he held the power of a hundred Glimloches. He only hoped his gamble would pay off.
“You are Sordarrah’s slaves, correct?” queried Vain, the beasts rising terrifyingly above and around him. “He commands you to do something and once it is done you return to your prison?”
“Yes,” answered the Velearstk simply.
“So this time you have been commanded to kill me after which you’ll get pulled back to wherever the hell you come from.”
“Yes,” said the Velearstk, seemingly confused. “We kill you now?”
“My point is this, you brainless lizard: What happens if you don’t kill me?”
“Ga....” began the Velearstk before they paused and puzzled over the question. “Don’t know,” they answered finally.
“I suspect, since you have not completed your mission, the spell or whatever it is that binds you would not close, and therefore you wouldn’t get sucked back and could remain free. Or would Sordarrah simply catch you again?”
“Huh? What you say?” The Velearstk cocked their heads as one in incomprehension.
“If an electric train is travelling north at forty miles an hour, and the wind is heading east at ten miles per hour, then which way does the smoke blow?” asked Vain rapidly.
“Train?”
“It’s an electric train. There is no smoke. Try this one: If a rooster is sitting on the crest of a roof, and the wind is blowing steadily south-west, but the roof is pointing north to south, which way does the egg fall?” Vain paused for effect. “Makes you think doesn’t it.”
“Wha...?”
“Alright, I think we’ve established that you guys have a combined IQ of a slowly-roasted peanut, so I’ll go over this simply,” Vain continued. “If you don’t kill me, you don’t go back to bad place. You stupid worms understand me?”
The Velearstk pondered this for what seemed like an eternity. Comprehension eventually dawned on their features and they nodded in unison.
“Good. You smart human. You help us, so we not kill you today.”
“Okay. I live and you stay free, sounds like a win-win situation, don’t you think?”
“So we kill you tomorrow.”
“No!” gasped Vain in exasperation. “If you kill me at all you go back to the bad place. If you never kill me, you never have to go back.”
Nodding slowly, the Velearstk grinned and loomed in closer. “You live, but we kill your planet.”
“I don’t think so,” said Vain confidently. “If you do anything on Earth, or anywhere near Earth, I’ll come looking for you.” The beasts laughed. “I’ll come looking for you, and you’ll probably destroy me. And then you’ll be back in Sordarrah’s pocket again.”
“Pocket?” they asked, again not understanding.
“Bad place.”
They all nodded. “You make smartness we think. We do like you say.”
“Good,” said Vain. “Now go and hide in Jurassic Park or something.” With that he turned and walked back to where Gabriel still stood, muttering in disbelief.
The Velearstk took off into the early morning sky, and after slowly rising for several minutes, they blurred and then vanished.
Vain finally let his relief show, and dropped down beside Gabriel, the angel gracefully sinking to sit cross-legged beside him. “Thank Christ that worked. It took almost all the power I could control just holding those damn things on the ground for a few minutes!”
Gabriel nodded and smiled. “I am amazed that you managed to do it Dark Man. I did not think they would listen even after they said they would. You did well. You did what no being has ever been able to do: reason with a beast from Hell and win. I am impressed. I am also glad that you’re not dead.”
“Yeah, well, thanks... I guess.”
“Thanks are not necessary. If you had died, what would have happened to the Avun-Riah?”
Vain chuckled. “Well, you would have swooped in and killed the bad guys and saved the boy by yourself.”
Gabriel’s face showed concern and he looked away. “I could not,” he said softly.
“Sure you could. I mean, they’re evil demons right? It doesn’t matter if you kill them.”
“It’s not that I would not do it if I could, Dark Man. It is that I cannot. If I were to use my powers in the fight against Sordarrah’s forces, the result would be... let’s say... unpleasant.”
Vain groaned. “What do you mean?”
“My powers are based upon the lighter elements of the universe. The enemies’ are based upon the darker. If these powers were to collide, everything would be cast into oblivion. Everything.”
“So what happens when we go to save the boy? You just stand there while I do all the fighting? That doesn’t seem fair.”
“I will not be there when that happens,” said Gabriel quietly.
“So,” spat Vain, “you’re a fucking coward and a sissy. I should have known. Run away now little boy, leave the hard work for the grown ups.”
“There are two things left that I must do. I must first guide you to your final destination.”
“And the other?”
“We shall see when we get there.”
Vain cursed, standing and walking away.
Gabriel sighed. How could he tell the assassin what approached? Where lay his courage now that the end drew near? For millennia he had done his Lord’s work without question, but now, with the final choice so close that he could almost see it on the horizon…
…now his faith began to fail.
Resignedly, the angel trudged after the assassin, down the road toward their destiny.
* * * *
“Who is the Dark Man?” raged Empeth. “What power does he possess that I do not know of? Tell me now or I will flay your soul!”
“No you won’t,” countered Sebastian calmly. “You need me to release your master.”
“I am getting to the point now where I may not care. Tell me what I want to know!”
Sebastian sat quietly on the floor of his prison. The news that Empeth had unwittingly imparted to him spawned a momentary feeling of triumph. Vain remained alive, and he had done something to make Empeth very angry. And, he sensed, very possibly scared as well.
“You would probably know more about him than I,” said the boy finally in a soft voice. “I don’t know anything about him having any powers.”
“Then how is it that the Velearstk are gone. They are either destroyed or have been sent somewhere that my powers cannot find. How has he done this?”
“I do not know,” Sebastian responded quietly.
“It doesn’t matter now anyway,” sneered Empeth venomously. “The time is soon coming and you will die. Your blood will flow and our Lord will be released. Nothing can stop that now.”
“Just like nothing could stop the Velearstk,” mused Sebastian, more to himself than Empeth. He suddenly felt his entire essence shredded at the atomic level and flung to all four corners of the cell before being quickly re-assembled back to where he had originally sat. The entire incident took seconds, but had seemed like infinity. Sebastian gasped, tears welling in his eyes. The pain had been worse than anything that had come before, and even now that he was whole again he endured a deep sense of violation, not against his body, but against his soul. He felt somehow dirtier.
“That is just a taste of what’s in store for you for the rest of eternity boy. Once the ceremony is complete I will ask that you become my charge for your eternal damnation. And I promise today will feel like a walk through a meadow of daisies in comparison. You will beg me to end your torment, but it will never end. And you will call me master.”
“I won’t,” wept Sebastian piteously.
“It wasn’t a question, boy,” chuckled Empeth, before disappearing from the cell.
Sebastian swallowed his fears along with his pain, and tried again to summon the feeling of triumph knowing that his enemy seemed afraid. It did not help much, but it lifted his spirits enough for him to again return his focus to escaping.
Everything he had tried so far had failed. But he would not stop, could never stop.
 



Chapter Fourteen
  Heaven and Hell
“Hello, Squirrel,” said a cold voice. Squirrel spun around to find the Dark Man stretched out upon his bed, his heavy booted feet crossed, and his arms folded behind his head. Standing beside him was a young blond man with the most beautiful face Squirrel had ever seen.
“How did you get in here?” asked Squirrel, surprise momentarily overriding his caution.
Vain merely shrugged and draped his cold gaze over the quivering drunk. Squirrel nodded, the silent point made: Don’t ask.
“We need information, Squirrel,” said the Dark Man evenly. “There is a house, I’ll write the address down for you before we leave. I need to know everything about it.”
“What do you mean, ‘everything’?” asked the little man tremulously.
“I mean everything. Schematics. History. Hidden areas. Guards. Camera systems. Entrances and exits. Everything.”
“W-well that will take some time sir,” stammered Squirrel.
“How long?” asked the Dark Man.
“A week at least.”
Vain looked over at his companion who shook his head softly and lifted three fingers. “You have three days,” said Vain, rising smoothly from the bed and writing the address on a piece of paper before passing it to Squirrel. Reaching into his pocket he produced a thick wad of cash and threw it to the stunned informant. “For expenses,” he said.
Quickly flicking through the stack and finding more than five thousand dollars there, the little man looked back to thank the Dark Man only to find the two men had vanished. Shivers ran down the drunk’s spine and he quickly crossed himself. Nobody, not even the Dark Man, could disappear like that, and it confirmed what he had always feared –
The Dark Man was not human.
The blond man with him could not have been more different. Whereas Vain always instilled an uncontrollable fear in whomever he met, gazing into his companion’s eyes Squirrel had felt a warmth and comfort he hadn’t known in years. The two were like yin and yang – light and dark. And yet they had displayed the same level of power and strength of purpose. To the uninformed, they might well have been brothers.
Squirrel looked at the address and swallowed heavily. The house the Dark Man wanted him to check out had fed many of the rumors Squirrel had been hearing around the city the last couple of weeks. Stories of women – mainly prostitutes – entering the house never to be seen again. Things had gotten so bad that one of the toughest pimps in the city had gathered a small army of thugs and snuck into the place, intent on teaching a lesson to whoever lived there.
Only the pimp had made it out, from the twenty-three who had gone in, and he escaped little better than a vegetable, chattering and screaming incoherence or dribbling inanely, while clawing his face.
Just one sentence he said had made any sense, and it had sent a silent fear flowing through the underworld of New York. “Hell hath cometh to the city of evil.”
And now the two most powerful individuals the most informed street weasel had ever met were entering that Hell.
Squirrel felt sorry for Hell.
* * * *
Vain shook away the numbness that still clung to him after the teleportation. He doubted he would ever get used to such a thing and he cursed the need for it. Unfortunately, it had become a necessary precaution. If the Souls of Sordarrah were to discover the assassin had returned to the city, they might move the boy to another location, and Vain would never find him before it was too late.
They were back in the Dark Man’s apartment, Gabriel sitting quietly in a chair regarding him silently. The blond angel had not wanted to return to Vain’s abode, but the assassin had been insistent. Where better to hide than in the most obvious place? They would never think him stupid enough to return to his apartment after what had happened the last time. At least Vain hoped so.
Three days. The time frame he had given Squirrel; three days until he and Gabriel entered the fortress house on the hill in Brooklyn Heights. Vain had the feeling these would be the longest three days of his life.
Gabriel had wanted to go to the house immediately, but long experience taught Vain to be cautious. Squirrel would find out everything available about the house, and Vain knew this could prove invaluable for when they laid siege to it. All they could do now was wait until the time came to collect that information.
Something still bothered him, however. The memory of what Gabriel had said kept recurring in his mind.
“I will not be there when that happens.”
The more the assassin pondered it, the more it seemed Gabriel had been sad, not afraid, when he had spoken of their impending struggle. Vain wondered what it could be that would make them separate. Gabriel had been so certain, and at first Vain had thought he would simply leave Sebastian’s rescue to the assassin, but now it appeared their parting might be something much more forceful, and the Dark Man found himself saddened by the thought.
A strange feeling for the assassin – one he was unaccustomed to.
Over their time together, Vain had grown used to the peaceful presence of the man – the archangel. It bolstered his confidence having Gabriel near him. This was an odd concept for the assassin, always preferring solitude, but the thought of once more returning to the loneliness he had previously preferred now left him with a feeling of loss.
Shaking aside the morbid thoughts, Vain turned to his silent companion, determined to get some answers. “What is waiting for us at that house?” he asked.
“Victory or death,” answered Gabriel introspectively.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“Exactly what it sounds like. We will either save the Avun-Riah or we will perish.”
Vain sighed with frustration. This was like trying to get answers from a tire iron. He decided to change the course of his questioning. “You mean I’ll perish, you’ll just go back to being a wispy fairy thing floating around the universe again.”
“No, Dark Man, I won’t,” said Gabriel sadly.
“But you can’t die; you’re an angel!” stormed the assassin.
“I can die; almost everything in this universe can die. Once the will to live is gone, there is nothing left.”
“Are you sick of being immortal? Does possessing unlimited power have its drawbacks?”
“Sometimes... but not in the ways you imagine.” Gabriel sighed. “Do you want to know what the meaning of life is?” he asked suddenly.
Vain looked at him cautiously, unsure of how to proceed. “Sure... I guess,” he managed finally.
“When you look around, what do you see?”
“I don’t know. What do you mean?”
“Exactly what I said. What is it that you see as you walk through your life?” queried Gabriel.
“Buildings, people... just everyday life, I guess.”
“Precisely!” exclaimed Gabriel. “You see life. Everything is going on around you.”
“I don’t understand,” said Vain slowly.
“The meaning of life is to live. To suck the very marrow out of every moment that you exist in this dimension or any other. To give everything you have to live the best life that you can. Not through selfishness, but rather through thoughtfulness and generosity. Do you understand?”
“So you’re saying that the meaning of life is to help each other?” asked Vain skeptically.
“In part,” said Gabriel. “But the main thing is to help yourself first, and to understand what it is that you have. When you look around you should not see what is wrong with your life, but what is right about it. Whether you believe in God or not is immaterial. All that is important is that you look upon every breath you take, every vision that greets your eyes, with joy, and when you deal with others you should try to impart some small piece of this joy into their lives. Whether it derives from something simple like a smile, or more importantly: life instead of death.”
“Are you trying to convert me?” asked Vain coldly. “You might as well give up now, because your God gave up on me on the day he took my daughter and wife. Tore away their lives like so much scrap paper, so I think you’d better save your speeches for somebody who wants to be saved. I chose my path on that day and I will follow it to the end, no matter where it leads me.”
Gabriel sat silently, peering intently at the Dark Man. “Do you realize that you just called them your wife and daughter?” he asked softly. “I thought you had destroyed Martin Roberts when you took over his body. If that were the case why do you care about his family?”
“I....” began Vain, but then he stopped, contemplating what he had just said. He rose slowly to his feet. “Damn you! You’re just trying to confuse me like that black bastard, Priest. Just remember one thing, angel-boy, remember how he ended up.”
“I know,” said Gabriel with a deep look of sorrow upon his face. “He lost his soul trying to protect you and the Avun-Riah. Do you think he knew the meaning of life?”
With a frustrated curse, Vain withdrew from the apartment and out into the night.
* * * *
Vain stormed down the street, his mind lost in a torrent of senseless rage. He paid no heed to his direction; his thoughts were consumed with what Gabriel had tried to tell him. The worst part of it all was that Vain could see the sense in what the archangel had been saying. He grasped the meaning in the philosophy, but it only served to emphasize the wrongs that Vain had committed in his own life.
He had never cared for life, his own or anyone else's. Death encapsulated all the Dark Man knew, and he knew it intimately. The memories were not his, he should not have cared about Angelique and Catherine, but walking down the dim street he found that he did care. Their lives had been torn away from the man he had once been. Their deaths had created the Dark Man, and in doing so condemned so many others to their own demise at the hands of the merciless assassin he had become.
“I have every right to be angry,” he muttered to himself.
“Of course you do,” said a voice from in front of him.
Vain looked up. A large youth with several other young men standing behind him had appeared – a street gang – intent on mugging him. Cursing inwardly at his lapse in judgment, Vain glared mercilessly at the leader of the gang. “Boy, you’ve picked the wrong guy to try this on,” he warned.
The large youth paused, momentarily shaken by the look in the Dark Man’s eyes, and took a step back, right into the boy standing behind him. Unwilling to show fear in front of his followers, he adopted a mocking grin and sneered theatrically, “Ooh, scary.”
“I can smell your fear, boy,” whispered Vain.
* * * *
The gang waited, unsure of how to proceed. They knew the rules of this game; they had played it out many times before. The victim either ran away or fought back, they never simply stood still. This was a new development, and they were unwilling to attack without something to initiate their emotions, be it fear or anger. The man before them appeared so calm, so confident, that they began to inch back from where he stood so casually.
Tony, their leader, saw this and anger flared within him. If he didn’t muster something quickly, he’d lose everyone’s respect, and none would ever follow him again.
Scared of one old guy in his own street, he’d be too embarrassed to show his face.
Tony reached into his jacket for the revolver he’d tucked into his waistband and froze. It seemed like every muscle in his arm had suddenly cramped so tightly that his tendons were about to shred. An involuntary hiss of pain escaped his lips, and he cried out as the pressure increased. His gang members stood by, staring in horror while their leader convulsed in anguish.
“You had your chance, boy,” sneered the man. “Time to pay the price.”
Tony felt tendrils of ice clawing around his heart and his chest started to tighten.
“Please!” yelled Mikey, Tony’s little brother, joining them for the first time tonight. The younger boy took a few tentative steps toward the man while the rest of the gang fled. “Please don’t kill him, mister, he wasn’t gonna hurt ya, the gun isn’t even loaded. We just need the money for momma, she’s dying. She’s got cancer.”
Tony managed to glance quickly at the man and saw his expression soften slightly. The tightening in his chest and arm abruptly stopped, and he fell limply to the pavement. When he awoke, he found the man squatting in front of him, examining his chest with a concerned expression. Seeing Tony now awake he grunted, “You’ll live.”
“What did you do to me?” wheezed Tony. “It felt like you were crushing my heart.”
“I was,” said the man coldly. “Now go home. And take my advice, leave your friends, they bring out the worst in you.”
Tony tried to rise once more, but fell back to the footpath. “My legs won’t work,” he gasped.
With a curse, the man lifted him easily to his feet, while Mikey moved along his other side, trying valiantly to help his brother home.
* * * *
Vain didn’t know why he hadn’t killed the boy; Christ knew he deserved it. But when the little kid had run forward and everybody else fled, Vain had felt a tiny stab of pity for the two brothers. Gabriel’s speech still echoed within his mind, and he saw in that moment the truth behind the angel’s words. These boys were out in the streets trying to stay alive. They weren’t doing it for fun or thrills like some of the other boys undoubtedly were; rather they were trying to get enough money to help their sick mother.
Vain flicked a glance at the boy he now carried. Large for his age, he still couldn’t have been over fourteen; the younger one would have been lucky to have reached eleven. Too young to know so much about the pain of life and death.
The trio finally arrived at what passed for the boys’ home – a building almost as dilapidated as Vain’s own apartment block. They climbed the crumbling staircase to the third floor, and the older boy, who Vain now knew to be Tony, fumbled in his pocket until finally producing a tarnished key, which Vain took and unlocked the door with.
The three moved inside, Vain half dragging Tony to the lounge where he crumpled feebly. The younger boy closed the door behind them and moved toward his brother.
“No, Mikey, I’m okay,” said Tony softly. “Go and check on mom.”
“Okay, Tony.” The younger boy moved to the only other door in the apartment and opened it, quietly stepping inside.
Vain looked back down to where Tony lay on the lounge and saw the boy had again passed out. Remembering Gabriel’s words about the potential uses of the Glimloche, Vain sat beside him and honed his concentration before looking into the boy’s chest using the power within him. He’d never attempted this before and felt unsure how it would end; he hoped the boy’s chest didn’t explode in a bloody mess.
Gradually the view he was trying to obtain came clearer, and he could almost see through the boy’s chest like an x-ray. Although his heart continued pumping, its rhythm seemed erratic. Blood squirted from one side of the organ, splashing the outside wall of his right lung.
Cursing, Vain honed his concentration further and, on impulse, tried to seal the minute hole that lay in the side of the boy’s heart. This required more skill than Vain had ever needed from the Glimloche. He failed to seal the hole on the first try, but managed to succeed on the second. Methodically, he checked each of the other organs in the boy’s chest before gently sending a pulsing flow of energy into the heart, settling its erratic beat.
Vain withdrew his power from the boy and gazed down. Tony’s breathing had steadied, his color slowly returning to normal. He appeared now to be merely in a deep sleep. Vain sighed softly and stood, walking across the room to where the bedroom lay. The assassin heard sobbing coming from within the room. Quietly, he crossed the small space to where the boy Mikey kneeled beside what Vain at first thought to be the corpse of a woman. Only when he noticed the scant rising of her chest did the Dark Man realize the woman still lived. Curious about his new-found healing powers, he plunged himself into the woman’s disease-ridden husk.
Immediately Vain was attacked by the cancer that dwelled within the woman. Surging his power through her body, he sought out and destroyed the cancer cells wherever he found them, but just when he felt he might be winning the fight, the woman’s heart fluttered, then gave out.
NO! he roared mentally, and sent a surging burst of dark flame through the woman’s veins and into her heart, restarting it with an abrupt jolt. Quickly, he returned his attention to the cancer cells that seemed to have trebled in their ferocity, sensing they were under attack. Almost as swiftly as he could destroy them, cancers appeared in other areas of her body. Once he thought the lungs were purged of infection, he sensed the cells swelling inside her lymph glands. Again and again he had to return to areas he thought were clear in order to fight off the disease.
After almost an hour, Vain finally returned to his own body – exhausted. The boys’ mother was now free of the cancer, her breathing becoming steadily deeper, her flesh less sallow. The woman’s face lost the look of anguish that had tormented it and now wore an expression of great peace.
Little Mikey stared at the transformation, unable to comprehend what had just occurred. “What happened to mommy?” he asked Vain. “She looks wonderful!”
“Your mom’s okay now, kid, don’t worry.”
“How did you do that? Are you an angel?”
Vain felt uncomfortable under the young boy’s scrutiny and glanced away. A thought occurred to him and he said quickly, “I have to go and get something. I’ll be back soon, okay?” Mikey nodded, and Vain moved swiftly from the apartment.
The assassin soon returned to the boys’ home with a large briefcase. He’d left it in a long-term storage locker in the event trouble ever arose and he couldn’t access his own apartment.
Tony was now awake and full of questions about his mother’s recovery, but Vain waved them away. Placing the briefcase upon the table, the Dark Man turned back to where Tony stood.
“This is for you and your family. Make good use of it, and look after your mom and brother. And one more thing, get away from that mob you’ve been hanging around – only a coward needs a gang for courage, okay?” Tony nodded silently, and without a word of farewell Vain turned and departed the apartment.
“Hey, Tony,” called Mikey, examining the briefcase. “Who’s Guido Bucelli?”
“Why?”
“Because this has his name on it,” he said, flipping open the locks and lifting the lid....
* * * *
Vain walked from the building shaking his head, unable to believe what had just happened. Attacked by a group of hoods intent on robbing him, instead of killing them as his instincts had screamed, he’d helped two of them home, healing one, then curing their mother of inoperable cancer. To top it all off, he had given them a briefcase containing two million dollars!
Idiot!
First Priest, then Sebastian, and now Gabriel. One by one they had managed to make the Dark Man reconsider his ethics. Now he found himself at the point where he’d begun helping people in need. Looking back at his life before meeting these people, the Vain of old would never have allowed the boy to live tonight, let alone help his family and donate a small fortune in cash!
Who was he, Santa Clause? Maybe he should put on a cape and tights and fly around the city, solving crimes and saving kittens.
Stupidity!
Eventually arriving back at his own apartment, Vain hesitated at the door. He didn’t want any more words of wisdom from Gabriel to make him question his existence.
“I don’t want to be anything else,” he whispered to himself. “I am Vain, nothing else matters.” But the words did nothing to ease the anxiety roiling within his mind. He had always been so sure of himself before, what was happening to him?
Vain entered the apartment with his expression set in stone. Gabriel still sat at the table, as though he hadn’t moved. He turned to look at Vain and smiled with genuine pleasure.
“I am glad you have returned safely,” he said. “For a while there I worried you might have been mugged by some street kids.”
Whether his words were merely coincidence or some ethereal power, Vain didn’t care. He ignored the comment and moved toward his mattress. The healing of the boy Tony and his mother had drained Vain more than he liked to admit, and he felt an urgent need for rest.
Just as he was falling asleep, Gabriel said, “I am very proud of what you did tonight, Dark Man, and I am sorry for how I made you feel earlier.”
Vain glanced up at his companion and frowned. “Just don’t get too used to it. I’m not what you think I am. I’m nobody’s hero. I am simply me. Vain. And that’s all I want to be.”
“Perhaps,” whispered Gabriel. “We shall wait and see.”
Cursing quietly, Vain rolled over and drifted off into sleep.
* * * *
The roaring of surf broke Vain’s slumber. Rising through the fogginess of sleep, he sat up. Golden sand stretched to the horizon, sculpted by the waves curling and crashing against the shore. He stood, seemingly alone, the sound of the surf his only companion.
“Do you enjoy this image, Vain?” asked a voice from behind him.
Spinning around, the assassin saw the old woman who had called herself Xamiel. The same woman who had later revealed herself as Satan.
“What do you want, you old hag?” hissed Vain.
A shimmer of annoyance flashed across Xamiel’s brow. “How disappointing. Perhaps I want nothing, maybe I am merely lonely. You have no idea how tedious eternity can be when locked in this perpetual land of no life. I can create anything I want, but it will never live the way you do. It will not breathe or grow unless I make it.”
“What do you want?”
Xamiel’s appearance shimmered and changed. Before Vain now stood a man in his mid-twenties, with shoulder-length brown hair crowning a face of incredible magnificence. Dressed casually in a light blue silk shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows and tails flapping loosely outside a pair of cream-colored slacks, he casually strolled barefoot to where Vain stood by the water and smiled dazzlingly at the assassin. Only the eyes didn’t change. Dark orbs, they still held the deep well of power that Vain had seen the first time they met.
“Very pretty, Xamiel, but it still doesn’t answer my question,” growled Vain.
“Please, call me Lucifer.”
“Fine, Lucifer. Now what do you fucking want?”
“Very well, I shall get to my point earlier than I had intended. Gabriel is going to betray you.”
“Oh really,” mocked Vain.
“Yes really, you ignorant little man,” snapped Lucifer, his cloak of beatitude momentarily slipping. Realizing the lapse almost immediately, his mask slid smoothly back into place and he smiled gently.
“Why?” inquired Vain.
“Why what?”
“Why would he betray me? What does he have to gain?”
“Who knows?” mused Lucifer vaguely. “Perhaps he wants to conquer the realm of Earth for himself. Maybe he’s grown sick of playing second-fiddle to his so-called God. I did, why shouldn’t he? The point is: he will try to deceive you when you go to the house. You should destroy him immediately.”
“Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. I’ve already tried.”
“That was before you knew how to use the Glimloche’s powers. You could erase him from existence with a mere thought now.”
“How do you know what’s been going on up there?” asked Vain. “From what I can tell, you have no way of interacting with the human realm; otherwise you’d be causing all sorts of havoc.”
“You misjudge me, Dark Man,” smiled Lucifer smoothly. “I am not the source of evil I have been made out to be. History is written by the victors and, as you know, I did not win. For all you know, this God who everyone claims is so wonderful and benevolent could be the real evil in the cosmos. After all, didn’t he take your wife and daughter from you? Does that seem like the work of a holy being?
“Doesn’t the Bible tell of the wrath of God against the Egyptians, killing the first-born child of every house? The being who calls itself Gabriel is the one who did this! He is the Angel of Death for a God who hates mankind! It wasn’t until that incredible publicist named Jesus Christ emerged on the scene that everyone started thinking God was this compassionate father who looked after mankind. If that’s the case, why are wars being waged throughout the world? Millions being slaughtered every day from famine and disease? Where is your God now?”
“He is not my God,” responded Vain unemotionally.
A look of victory crossed Lucifer’s face. “Then why do you manage his tasks for him? If he is so powerful, why does he not smite down the followers of Sordarrah, and lift the boy up into the heavens? Why do you run and play fetch when he commands it? Are you merely an errand boy for this God who cares nothing for you?”
The assassin’s cold gaze hardened. “I am nobody’s errand boy.”
“Prove it! Destroy the archangel and join me. Together we will be unstoppable. We shall rule the universe side by side.”
Vain stood silently for a moment, feeling the sand between his toes, and listening to the crashing of the surf upon the shore. “You forgot something,” he whispered.
Lucifer looked to the assassin quizzically. “What?”
“There is no breeze.” Lucifer smiled and was about to say something when Vain added, “And the boy, you forgot about the boy. What happens to him?”
“The boy is inconsequential,” cooed Lucifer persuasively. “Together we will be able to destroy Sordarrah and his minions, and cast God from the very heavens.”
“It is said,” began Vain, his voice suddenly turning to ice, “that you are the Prince of Lies. I see now that you are also the Prince of Fools. The universe means nothing to me. God means nothing to me. The only thing that matters to me is the boy. Goodbye, Lucifer. If we meet again I shall try my very best to destroy you.”
Lucifer bellowed furiously, the scene changing immediately from one of beauty to one of immeasurable horror. The sand split and spewed forth stewing rivers of feces. The sky cracked open and rained torrents of blood. A score of beasts rose up from the mounds of excrement that now scattered the beach, and the rush of the surf became the grinding of machinery. Vain glanced toward the sound and saw piles of human bones, some still wrapped with decaying flesh, being devoured by huge crushing machines, hundreds of smiling human teeth arrayed on rollers.
The assassin turned back to where Lucifer stood, only now the image of the beautiful man was gone, replaced with a figure who towered almost eleven feet. Gnarled muscles burst forth under the corpse-gray skin of the beast’s limbs and torso. Enormous claws grew from the fingers of each hand, glinting wickedly sharp. The creature’s head no longer bore any resemblance to that of a man. Broken like a jackal’s skull, fangs the size of daggers filled the gaping maw, while the ears were stunted, but sharp. There were no eyes, only gaping sockets that constantly dribbled blood across the cracked skin of the cheekbones, down the neck and chest of the beast.
“Now you see the true beauty of the Master of Hell,” roared the beast. “Make the most of it, Dark Man, for it is the last thing you shall ever see. You spurned your chance to rule at my side, now your soul is forfeit, for I will ensure it is destroyed utterly. Soon there won’t even be a memory of the assassin named Vain. Do you have anything else you’d like to add before I devour your essence? Say something funny now to Satan, Lord of the Underworld!”
“I do have one thing to say,” said Vain calmly. “You’d better let me go if you want to live. If you kill me now, be assured your end won’t be far behind.”
“Ha! You think I am scared of the power of the Glimloche? I who created that cursed thing with my own essence?” Satan grinned maliciously. “The thing inside of you is me, you fool! How do you think I was able to bring you to this place? You cannot hurt me with myself. Now prepare for oblivion.”
“If you kill me, the boy will be sacrificed.”
Satan burst forth with a loud mocking laugh. “You think I care about some stupid brat? I hope he dies in torment, cursing your name.”
“If he dies, Sordarrah goes free to conquer the human realm. He will then be more powerful than you, and I would guess he might soon return here to visit his revenge upon you. I imagine he won’t have too much trouble achieving it.”
Satan’s expression darkened to one of utter malevolence. “You think you have outsmarted me, don’t you, mortal?” he scoffed. “Well, human, return to Earth with this knowledge. I can always get to you while you carry the Glimloche. Once you have saved your little boy, I will drag you back here screaming, and you will experience an eternity of suffering the likes of which no mortal has ever known.”
“I think I prefer your threats to your promises, you ugly gray bastard.”
“BE GONE!!” thundered Satan, and Vain vanished.
 



Chapter Fifteen
  Death
Squirrel was going to die. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that his shitty life would soon come to an abrupt end. And the worst thing was he didn’t want it to finish. Sitting in the freezing, dank room of the house, he began to consider all of the things he had done wrong in his life.
He sat, trapped in his thoughts, for a long time.
He remembered how he had stolen money from his family. He’d used the cash on one of his first schemes to make money, and had succeeded admirably, but his father couldn’t see past the fact that he had stolen from his own blood. Gary had been disowned, his father telling him he’d disgraced the family, proclaiming he no longer had a son.
Those words haunted Squirrel for years and had driven him to strive for greatness. Deep inside, he’d always wanted to return to his family and show them what a success he had become. He’d imagined perhaps if he’d walked up to his father with a wad of cash the man would’ve thrown his arms him and told him what a fool he had been.
I was the fool, he thought bitterly. All I had to do was apologize and swallow my pride. He would have taken me back, and I could have hugged him, and everything would have been okay again. Now I’ll never have the chance.
Squirrel’s reflection ruptured as the door to the room burst open and five men walked in. Squirrel scrutinized them all closely, trying to determine the leader of the group, and thus the one to whom he should direct his pleas. Though certain of his doom, he wouldn’t die without at least trying to save himself.
Why save yourself? What possible reason is there for you to live? You are a bum without a single soul to mourn you when you die.
He had no answers. After a life full of failures he realized that if he had another chance he would do it all differently. He would sober up and take his existence seriously. Nobody owed him anything in this life, and the sooner he understood this and woke up to his situation, the sooner he could get himself back on track.
Well he had woken up.
Regrettably, he’d woken up at that unfortunate instant when it no longer counted.
All five men looked to have been broken from completely different moulds, but were all somehow similar – a dark presence in their eyes perhaps. Squirrel noticed that one of them, a black man, he had seen somewhere before. Upon closer inspection he realized that the man appeared subtly dissimilar from the others, and Squirrel racked his damaged brain to establish the difference.
Scanning the entire group, Squirrel noticed that the other four men exhibited parallel energies. Only the black man stood out as faintly different. Although he wore the same cloak of power, this man seemed to lack the same conviction the others possessed. His eyes were downcast instead of glaring with arrogance.
He almost appeared to feel shame.
Perhaps I can use this against them, thought Squirrel. Perhaps there is a rift here that I can turn to my own advantage.
“Well, worm,” enunciated the leader calmly, “it has come to our attention that you have been inquiring about our establishment here on behalf of an assassin named Vain.”
Squirrel simply stared back at the man.
“Do you intend to just sit there?” growled the man, momentarily losing his aura of benevolence. “Answer the question.”
“I-I’m sorry, s-sir,” stammered Squirrel. “I didn’t realize it was a q-q-question. It sounded more like a statement of fact.”
The man chuckled softly. “I forgot I’m dealing with a liquor-ridden parasite. I shall try to make things simpler for you. Where is the Dark Man?”
“I-I don’t know, I swear it.”
The man looked back at the black man who nodded slightly. So, thought Squirrel, this guy knows when I’m telling the truth.
A sharp slap to his cheek made Squirrel realize he had been looking away from his interrogator and he quickly brought his attention back to the man before him. “I’m sorry,” he whined, deciding to try to push a wedge between the two. “I thought he was going to talk to me now, given that you had to look to him for permission and all.”
A faint hint of surprise quickly crossed the black man’s face, suddenly replaced by a flicker of anger. “He is trying to manipulate us against each other, Empeth. He’s not stupid; he just looks it.”
Squirrel’s shock must have been evident, for the one named Empeth chuckled softly turning back to his face. “Do not be alarmed, little Squirrel,” he said coldly. “Sekiel can read your thoughts as clearly as if you were committing them onto paper.”
“Then why ask me questions?” Squirrel retorted, bitter anger at his dilemma fuelling a new-found courage.
“Some things are easier to see than others. For instance, we found you easily; like a hippo at a dog show. Yet we cannot seem to find the assassin, no matter how hard Sekiel tries.” A slight inflection of contempt coursed through the tone, sparking a raised sneer from the one named Sekiel.
“Alright,” whispered Squirrel, “since he knows when I’m telling the truth, I’ll tell you this. I don’t know where the Dark Man is, but I do know what he is. He is death, pure and simple. You think you are hunting him, but that’s an illusion. He will come for you and you will all die. That is what he does, and he does it very, very well.” The words were uttered with quiet confidence, and the others did not need Sekiel’s powers to know Squirrel spoke the truth.
“How does the Dark Man know we are here?”
“I don’t know,” said Squirrel, but suddenly the image of the beautiful man flashed through his mind. He tried to suppress it, but knew he was too late.
“Gabriel!” yelled Sekiel in alarm. “Gabriel is here! He is the one with the assassin!”
“Who is this ‘Gabriel’?” asked Empeth.
Sekiel glared at him with undisguised scorn. “He is what you humans have dubbed an archangel.”
Empeth looked at Sekiel quizzically before laughing contemptuously. “You mean a creature with wings in a sheet who sits on a cloud playing a harp?”
“He is far more than that, human,” spat Sekiel. “He is a force of power not unlike ourselves. In ethereal form he could easily wipe you from this planet, continuing to play his harp while doing so.” The three others appeared alarmed, and Squirrel felt a small burst of triumph. He had made his enemies feel fear.
Empeth merely shrugged. “If he could have done this as a human, he would have by now. Perhaps he is, like yourselves, impotent in this realm.”
Fury flashed across the faces of all four men, and Squirrel savored the thinnest streak of hope that they might attack the one called Empeth. Slowly, however, the men managed to conceal their emotions and once more stood unified.
Empeth returned his attention to Squirrel. “What else can you tell us of value, little Squirrel? Are there pixies traveling with him also? Or possibly he has an army of leprechauns following him, all carrying pots of gold with which to bribe us. Perhaps the assassin is riding upon the shoulders of a giant Cyclops. Maybe then these Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse can put on their Sunday dresses and run off into the hills as I know they want to.”
“You go too far, human!” roared Sekiel.
As one, The Four advanced on Empeth, emotion raging in their eyes. Forces exploded within the small room, and Squirrel squeezed his eyes shut until the light dimmed enough for him to look again.
Empeth briefly flickered within an ebony blaze, and suddenly an enormous burst of energy exploded from him, hurtling everything else forcibly away, Squirrel included. He caught a final glimpse of Empeth rising from where he had crouched in the flames. The room started to fade.
A small flicker of light grew in Squirrel’s vision until he felt certain he would be blinded, and yet he sensed no pain. A figure approached him slowly, gliding through the gloom, until he could make out the features of his father, who had died years before.
“I’m proud of you, my boy,” he said, and Gary O’Rourke felt himself filled with a sense of absolute contentment.
The prodigal son was home.
* * * *
Empeth rose from the ground and approached The Four where they lay crumpled in a heap against the wall of the room. Rage engulfed his being and he pondered destroying them; he could have easily smashed their essence if he wanted to. Unfortunately, he also knew that with the Dark Man still breathing he would most likely need all of them in corporeal form to assist him. He could not complete the ritual and fight at the same time, especially if Vain had acquired the Glimloche.
Seething, he bent down to the now conscious form of Sekiel and whispered, “That was merely a warning, you fool. Did you think my abilities would remain static over the centuries? The blood of nations has fed my powers to the stage where I could now destroy the very heavens. If you try to come at me again, I will devour your soul and those of your brothers. Do you understand?”
Sekiel sat stunned on the floor, nodding silently and watching his brothers regain consciousness. He had not imagined Empeth’s powers had grown so strong, and wondered if his master knew. Fear filled him as he stared into Empeth’s eyes and saw how close he remained to oblivion. “I am sorry, Lord Empeth. We are all sorry. It will not happen again.”
Empeth spat on the floor and looked to where Squirrel lay motionless in the corner. His legs still rested across the room where he had originally sat before the battle. Sliced cleanly through the abdomen, the little man’s torso had been thrown eight feet, while his legs had not moved an inch.
Cursing, Empeth moved to the little man’s body and looked at his face. Curiously, despite the obvious horror of his demise, Squirrel’s face held an expression of absolute harmony, tinged with a slight touch of what looked to Empeth like victory. The drunkard had proven more trouble than he had been worth, despite the information about the so-called archangel. They would have discovered this sooner or later anyway.
Empeth knew they had nothing to fear from the Dark Man or his ethereal ally. Empeth’s own power had grown so mighty that he could easily defeat both of them without even breaking a sweat.
Originally, his strength had come from the Glimloche, which he had been gifted with by a strange figure, promising him absolute power to protect his Avun-Riah so long ago. After that fiasco – how could he have cared about that bearded fool? – the potency had grown within him, casting aside the foolish beliefs he’d once held. The only thing that mattered was more power. The Glimloche had eventually become difficult to control and extremely constricting within him, thus he had sought out other sources of strength. Finally he had come across the original scriptures relating to Sordarrah. Within these he’d discovered the ability to absorb the souls of mortals into his own, thereby increasing his strength exponentially.
Eventually, the energy coursing within him had grown so immense that he found himself able to cast the Glimloche from his soul, and it had disappeared without a trace. Power intoxicated Empeth, and Sordarrah had promised him entire worlds if only he aided the Lord. Sordarrah needed a mortal, his own underlings not as potent as Empeth in this realm.
An easy decision.
Now the assassin was coming with an angel to thwart his dreams. He did not fear them; he would crush them easily. No, what Empeth feared was perhaps the two would somehow find a way into the mansion and manage to disturb the sacrifice of the boy before the ritual to resurrect Sordarrah completed.
This would be unacceptable to his Lord, and Empeth knew failure this time would result in his destruction. He had only narrowly missed being consumed by Sordarrah the last time, and his punishment had been severe indeed. Even now, so many years later, he winced at the memories that flooded back from that time of suffering. Regrettably, the same bonds that allowed him to absorb the powers and strengths of others also bound him tightly within Sordarrah’s grip. He could not – as yet – get free.
He would not fail this time. Already he had recalled all of the Souls of Sordarrah to within the mansion grounds. Almost a thousand followers were crowded into the rooms and lower levels of the building, ready to be fodder for either Empeth’s spells or to sacrifice their lives fighting the Dark Man – draining the strength of the Glimloche. Outside the grounds, Empeth had conjured an incredibly powerful spirit spell. Any being of power crossing into the grounds would be instantly destroyed. Unfortunately, the spell itself would probably also be destroyed, but with the assassin and angel gone, Empeth felt confident nothing else would be able to interfere.
There is nothing to fear, he told himself, but still he sensed a gnawing in his chest and a tightness in his throat that prefaced panic. The little informant had been so sure in what he said, probably the only thing he had ever been certain of in his entire life. The image of victory upon his scorched features as he lay in death still taunted Empeth. He wondered again: Who is the Dark Man? Squirrel had said he was death, but had he meant it figuratively or did he mean that the man was actually Death?
Empeth pushed away the problem, but the words kept echoing in his mind.
He is death. He will come for you and you will die.
Whatever. Empeth had cheated death for centuries; perhaps it was finally time for a more formal meeting.
* * * *
Vain roused slowly from a deep slumber, roughly shaken awake. Opening his eyes, the vestiges of his meeting with Lucifer still clung heavily to his mind. Gabriel shook him again and he gazed darkly at the archangel.
“Something terrible has happened, Dark Man,” gasped Gabriel hurriedly. Vain sat up and glared at him, a feeling of unease stirring at the memory of Lucifer’s warning.
Forcing it aside, Vain enquired calmly, “What is it?”
“Squirrel is dead. Empeth and The Four captured and killed him.”
Vain silently absorbed the information and felt a cold fury building within. Squirrel had never been what Vain would call a friend – the assassin had no friends – but the little man had been a single constant in his life of irregularities. He had always known the information he got from Squirrel could be trusted, and that the informant would never lead him into a trap.
For all appearances, the assassin was the closest thing to family the little man had, and now he had been killed trying to gather information for the Dark Man. A strange feeling welled up within Vain and it took him a moment before he recognized it as guilt. If he hadn’t asked Squirrel to gather information about the house, the little man would likely still be alive. It did not matter that he had been doing it for money; all that mattered was that he had been doing it for him.
Vain couldn’t recall being unhappy about the death of anyone, but he felt regret now – regret, and rage. If he hadn’t had enough reasons before to destroy Empeth, he now had one more.
“How do you know?” queried Vain.
“I linked with him when we met the other day and have been following him mentally ever since, in case he betrayed us,” said Gabriel quietly. “He did not.”
“Why didn’t you wake me when they captured him?”
“I tried,” said Gabriel, “but you’ve been asleep for three days, and I have been unable to rouse you.”
“Three days! That means....”
“Yes.” Gabriel nodded sadly. “Tonight will be the ceremony to raise Sordarrah. Tonight is where our combined paths will end.”
“We have no choice, then. We’ll have to try to attack the place head-on and hope we can get through before they kill the boy.”
“Yes. We should go,” said Gabriel softly, looking away.
Vain’s gaze narrowed, trying to determine the cause for his companion’s strange behavior. The assassin’s instincts screamed that he was walking into a trap, just as Lucifer had warned him, but in the end he realized he had no choice.
He needed Gabriel.
Perhaps he had simply gotten used to the angel’s company. Vain didn’t know and pushed aside the problem. If he needed to, he would take care of Gabriel later on. The thought made him strangely melancholy. He stood and moved to the door.
Gabriel rose and, with the look of one who is damned, trudged slowly out toward his destiny. A destiny that had been written at the dawn of time, and yet now he yearned for any means to somehow escape it.
 



Chapter Sixteen
  Unexpected Allies
Gabriel had never known fear. Throughout his long existence, through all of the ethereal wars, he had never once been scared. Not before now. Standing on the pavement outside the enormous mansion, he found himself also feeling regret. He had always followed his Lord’s wishes without question, even if he had disagreed with them, but now with the end so close, he feared he would falter.
The archangel had existed since the dawn of time, and he’d seen wonders no mortal could possibly understand. He was there when life first burst forth in the universe, he’d travelled through the dimensions and fought in the wars between the heavens. Now all of this seemed immaterial and his human knees began to shake.
Gabriel had known this time would come, had known it ever since he had exploded into being so many millennia ago. His death had been written in the stars, and now the time drew close when he would have to choose. He could give up his life and in doing so grant the Dark Man a chance at saving the Avun-Riah, but it still wouldn’t ensure his victory. Or he could turn his back on everything he had ever believed in and disappear into the cosmos, guaranteeing this world would be plunged into darkness, and possibly the entire universe as well.
Free will – the blessing and curse of inhabiting a mortal body.
Gabriel knew what he had to do, but every step he took toward his destiny seemed slower than the last, absorbing the most from his final moments of consciousness.
“What’s wrong?” whispered Vain from behind him.
“There is something I must do now, Dark Man. I am sorry, but I have to say goodbye.”
“So, that bastard was right,” hissed the assassin.
“Who?” asked Gabriel.
“Lucifer. He told me you would do something like this. Well, go on then, run away and tell Empeth I am here, like a good little doggy.”
Gabriel sighed. He should have known Lucifer would try something like this. He never had been able to refrain from trying to cause mischief in the world of man. “I am not going to betray you,” he said softly.
“Bullshit! Why should I believe you?”
Gabriel looked at the assassin, sensing the confusion within him. Perhaps he should have told him what would happen here, but he knew Vain would try to stop him. Despite his external show of disinterest, Gabriel knew the Dark Man cared for him. If the assassin tried to stop what Gabriel was about to attempt, the boy would die, and Sordarrah would be reborn into his body. An eon of chaos would follow, one that would see mankind destroyed, and the dimensions torn to shreds.
“Look inside yourself, Vain, and you will know what to do. I am saying goodbye because my last task will soon be complete, and I will be gone from here. I wish you the best of luck for the battle that is to come. I do not know the outcome, but I know that while there is still breath in your body you will not give up.”
Gabriel turned to leave, but Vain stopped him. “Why do you have to go?” he asked quietly – almost remorsefully, thought Gabriel.
He knows! realized the archangel suddenly. “This is the way it has to be, Dark Man. But understand this: a part of me will always be with you; no matter where you go, I will be there too. You have secured my belief in humanity, Vain. For if the darkest assassin ever to live can care for a boy he does not really know, then why can’t the rest of the world change also?”
“Goodbye, Gabriel.”
“Goodbye, my friend. Wait until the way is clear before following.”
“How will I know when that is?” asked Vain.
“You will know when it happens.” Without further farewell, Gabriel quickly turned and walked steadily up the road toward the enormous double-gates that barred the entrance to the mansion grounds. Gabriel knew these would not be the real obstacles; the spirit spell Empeth had placed around the perimeter would take something special.
The mansion itself was built more like a castle. Huge gray stone walls were broken only by narrow windows rising high into the night sky, and the building exuded a feeling of incredible power.
Gabriel hoped Sebastian would be able to free himself from the cell containing him, but pushed the thought aside and tried to prepare for what was coming. He stopped a few feet short of the gate and, using his power, opened his spiritual eyes momentarily to examine the spell that curved in a half-sphere over the entire compound.
Like a gigantic soap bubble, it shimmered and changed color, swirling in a myriad of patterns that almost appeared beautiful to the archangel. That is, if he hadn’t known how many souls had been sent to Hell in order to create it.
Such a thing of beauty should not be born of evil, thought Gabriel sadly.
The archangel existed as a being of pure energy. Like all living creatures, Gabriel contained huge amounts of untapped power. Some humans managed to tap into small portions of this force – people like Priest displayed powers and skills far above those of mere mortals. Gabriel himself was comprised of awesome energy focused into purpose. Now he summoned that power and compressed it, sucking the last vestiges of his essence into a massive display of force.
No event could ever destroy Gabriel; the only way he could cease to be was to choose to do so. Walking through the spell would probably weaken him incredibly and send his essence flying through the cosmos for eons before he could recover, but it would not destroy him completely. This would possibly destroy the spell too, but he could not be sure.
And he had to be sure.
To be certain, Gabriel had to expend his existence, in the process summoning more spiritual power through his destruction than had been seen since the universe flared into life so long ago.
Feeling the power beginning to burst in spurts from within him, Gabriel delicately let it flow out and over the huge spell. The invisible bubble now shimmered as though covered with a soft coating of ice. Ice that slowly solidified until nothing could be seen through it. Gritting his teeth against the pain that flowed through him, the archangel forced the last of his spirit into the shell, and with a roar of effort shattered himself outward. The resulting detonation shook the very foundations of existence.
The spell disappeared with an enormous clap of thunder.
And Gabriel, archangel and herald of God, vanished....
* * * *
From his hiding position down the road, Vain watched the shell Gabriel had created suddenly burst outward, flinging him back with the force of the silent explosion. The ground heaved beneath him, and several deep cracks appeared in the road.
Vain rose to his feet, feeling an incredible sense of loss well up inside him. Gabriel was gone.
He should have recognized the danger sooner. Damn it!
An unexpected tightness in his throat surprised the assassin, as he realized he was close to tears. Vain suddenly understood that in the space of a few hours he had lost the only two people he could ever have called friends: first Squirrel and now Gabriel.
Guilt tried to claw its way into his mind, but Vain angrily forced it aside and stalked toward the huge wall surrounding the mansion grounds. Thrusting the gates open before him, Vain made no attempt to disguise his entrance, his anger and need for vengeance flaring wildly.
Shouts echoed from within the enormous structure, and suddenly hundreds of robed disciples began pouring from the doorways. Vain waited silently, feeling the Glimloche gradually surge within him, watching Empeth’s followers fill the courtyard and encircle him. They appeared nervous and unsure of how to attack the lone man.
The assassin stood casually in the center of the mass, allowing the tension to build steadily in the crowd. “Come on then, bastards! Come and taste death!”
An abrupt pounding of heavy wings drew Vain’s glance hastily toward the sky. Flying low, the thirteen Velearstk swooped into the courtyard and landed with perfect precision to surround the assassin. The horde of Sordarrah’s followers leaped backward from the enormous beasts, but fear of their leader made them stand their ground.
Vain tried to control his shock. The enormous beasts rose up around him silently facing the awaiting masses, seemingly in anticipation of his command. Sordarrah’s minions also stood in awe, most frozen in terror at the sight of the dragon-like monsters.
“What are you doing here?” asked Vain finally.
“We help you, little monkey,” said the Velearstk in their bizarre unanimous voice.
Vain seized the opportunity. “Can you get me to the doors?”
“We do that. Then you answer question,” replied the Velearstk.
Before he could ask what the beasts meant, they began to move toward the house. Vain followed one of the Velearstk, as it pushed roughly through the stunned mass. The rest moved along with the assassin – effectively shielding him from his enemies. Occasionally one of the Velearstk would casually swipe one of the followers aside, hurling them high into the air before they crashed back down into the rest of the horde.
The followers abruptly realized their target was almost at the house. The consequences should they fail in their defense of the mansion spurred them into action. With a roar of outrage, the crowd surged toward Vain, primitive clubs and axes wielded above their heads – only to be roughly hurled back by the enormous beasts protecting him. Their weapons proved useless against the powerful creatures, and many were torn to pieces by the Velearstk. Despite his evolving mindset, Vain didn’t give it a thought. They had made their choice, and now they would die because of it. Any group of people wanting to kill an innocent boy deserved to die like this.
This thought made Vain suddenly remember his own threats to Rico San-Diablo only months ago. He too had threatened the man with the death of his son, and knew that he would have killed the boy without compunction if he had been paid to do so. The cold villain he had been now seemed unreal to Vain, and he wondered how much he had changed since then.
Nearing the mansion’s enormous main doors, the followers of Sordarrah fought more and more desperately. Hacking and slashing uselessly against the impenetrable shield the Velearstk formed around the Dark Man, they were either crushed beneath the beasts’ enormous paws or sliced to ribbons by their claws.
Suddenly, the Velearstk hurled enormous bursts of dark essence from their eyes into the surging crowd. Hundreds of men and women were incinerated instantly while others were engulfed in flames that torturously reduced them to ash. The path cleared before them as others fled in panic, and Vain quickly made his way to the doors.
“Now you answer question,” said the Velearstk casually, effectively barring the assassin’s entry to the house.
“What question?” asked Vain, nonplussed.
“Which way egg fall? We not know.”
Vain grinned, recalling the riddle. “The answer is: It’s a rooster, and roosters don’t lay eggs!” He laughed out loud.
The Velearstk paused and stared silently at Vain, but finally joined in with his laughter, the walls around the courtyard echoing with their primal chortling. Eventually their amusement dwindled and the beasts again looked at the Dark Man, still blocking his entry to the house.
“So, which way egg fall?”
Vain shook his head in disbelief. It was like teaching algebra to a carrot. “The egg didn’t fall,” he said eventually. “The rooster just... ate it.”
Another pause. “Ah. This make good sense. You very smart for monkey we think. We guard doors and stop other monkeys from follow you. Bye.”
“Yeah, whatever. Just make sure you guys leave once all of this is over okay?” Vain said, still taken aback by the sheer idiocy of the moment.
“We go. You go. Everybody go. Now stop your talk and go.”
“Okay, me go. I mean I’m going.” Vain turned and shook his head again. Hurling the huge doors open, he stalked inside.
At once the Souls of Sordarrah froze in their tracks and cried out into the heavens, for they knew they had failed.
* * * *
The sounds of death echoed through the cavernous room as Vain closed the doors behind him. Surprised to find the key in the lock, he turned it, sealing the huge doors.
Removing the key, he placed it into his jacket pocket to ensure he would be able escape back the way he had come if necessary. Nobody else would be able to get in or out. Vain realized such a precaution was largely unnecessary with the enormous Velearstk standing guard in the courtyard, but still felt reassured by the action.
His eyes slowly adjusted to the bright light in the entrance hall, and Vain examined the room he had just entered. Enormous ceilings towered high above his head, decorated by beautiful frescoes and dotted intermittently with large crystal chandeliers. Directly in front of him two huge staircases curved in a semi-ellipse from the second level balcony to just in front of him. Beautifully woven carpet runners graced the steps, giving the hall an inspired majesty.
Unfortunately the grace and beauty of the place were lost upon the assassin; he saw the room for exactly what it really was:
A perfect place to be ambushed.
Perhaps reading his thoughts, a solitary figure appeared at the top of the staircase, calmly descending the steps to where Vain stood. Boney limbs protruded from the sleeves of a shirt gathered loosely around his shrunken physique. He could not have stood more than five feet tall, but the strength that radiated outward identified him clearly as one of The Four.
“Welcome, Dark Man,” stated the figure. “I am Torresh. I am here to take you to the Avun-Riah.”
A sudden movement out of the corner of his eye distracted Vain’s attention from the demon before him. Throwing himself to the right, an enormous bolt of energy tore through the air from the balcony and exploded exactly where Vain had stood. Instantly, Torresh leaped upon the assassin and pinned him to the ground.
“Dark Man, where is the challenge? I had hoped for more of a fight after all of our fears.”
“Don’t worry,” promised Vain calmly from beneath the demon. “The fight will come soon enough.”
Torresh chuckled. “Oh really! And when might that be? You’d best hurry, Antarsh is not known for his patience.”
Vain saw the second demon – a tall and handsome figure bearing the appearance of conquest like a cloak – rise from behind the balcony railing, gripping a long bow in his lithe fingers that sizzled with malicious power. He strode smoothly down the stairs toward the two figures locked together on the ground. “I was just waiting for your boyfriend to join us,” declared Vain coldly. “Now that he’s here, I guess we can start.”
Torresh’s mouth opened impossibly wide revealing a vast chasm yawning down the famine demon’s throat. Vain swiftly focused the power of the Glimloche, driving a huge black spike from within him and out through Torresh’s back.
Letting out a scream, the demon released Vain, but remained pinned to the assassin by the spear. Rising to his feet, the Dark Man withdrew the spike, and Torresh slid to the floor with a groan before rising to his knees. A gaping hole shone through the demon’s torso, but as Vain watched, it began to shrink and heal.
“You see now, human –” Antarsh calmly raised his bow “—we cannot be killed so easily. My brother Torresh and I will send your soul screaming to the void before resurrecting our Lord to destroy your world.”
“Blah, blah, blah,” mocked Vain scornfully.
Torresh had finished healing himself and rose unsteadily to his feet. “You will pay for that,” he grunted through clenched teeth.
The demon leaped once more at Vain. The assassin managed to dive out of the way, but a bolt from Antarsh’s bow hit him in the chest, knocking him across the room.
Gasping for breath, Vain winced, probing his injured ribs. Cursing silently, he vowed to be more cautious. The power of the Glimloche had made him feel invincible – and cocky.
Vain waited until the two leaped again and unleashed a huge surge from the Glimloche, hurling them to crash heavily against the opposite wall. Stunned momentarily, the two demons rose warily to their feet, once again edging toward him. Vain released another burst, but Torresh sucked the assassin’s power into an impossible yawn – consumed by the famine held deep inside the creature. The Dark Man cursed; his explosive force would be useless if Torresh could absorb it so easily.
Vain continued to retreat, feeling desperation build. Suddenly an idea came to him. Summoning a huge well of power, he concentrated and steadily released it into his own body, feeling the muscles stretch and grow. More and more energy flowed from the Glimloche, and Vain felt himself awash in an ecstasy of power. The demons halted their gradual advance and looked on in awe as Vain swiftly merged into the demon-form he had adopted when he’d first journeyed into the realms of Hell.
Black as ebony, he stretched his new form, flexing his hand and forcing the dagger-like claws to emerge from his fingertips. The Glimloche rushed through him and he laughed hollowly, staring down at the now pitiful demons frozen before him. Power still flowed from the Glimloche, and he paused to stem the flood before he lost control.
Abruptly, the Glimloche surged free of his domination, sweeping Vain away on a river of ebony force. He fought once more to regain control, but the Glimloche pushed aside his efforts and surged forward to take full control of his body. Vain felt like a giant blanket was enveloping him, suffocating and cocooning him within its strength.
And then he was gone...
Antarsh released bolts of energy at Vain’s newly emerged demon alter ego. Turning these aside as if merely swatting flies, he pounced forward, piercing Torresh through the chest with the claws of his right hand, batting aside Antarsh with his left. The member of the Four flew through the air, crashing powerfully against the railing of the balcony and tumbling motionless into a heap between the staircases.
Looking into Torresh’s terrified features, demon-Vain wondered why he had ever feared these insignificant creatures. With a flick of his wrist, Torresh exploded into fragments of flesh, splattering around the room. Some quivered and slid to merge with other pieces, but demon-Vain released an ebony blaze that rendered them all to ash.
I am a god, thought demon-Vain, the power of the Glimloche now raging unchecked through his form. I will destroy these vermin and then this entire world. I will become the only power in the cosmos, crushing all who oppose me.
Striding slowly toward the motionless figure of Antarsh, demon-Vain spied movement coming from the staircase. “Ah, Bennael,” he whispered sibilantly. “So nice of the Demon of War to join us.”
Bennael glanced at the scene before him and let out a bellow of fury that shook the very walls. Clapping his hands together, a massive sword appeared, hovering in the air and quivering with intense force. He chanted in a language unknown to demon-Vain; guttural and seeming to pierce deep within his mind. The walls of the room began to shake in time to the sword that now spun rapidly in the air.
Flashing across the room, demon-Vain tried to slash Bennael in the same fashion he had attacked Torresh. When his claws surged down toward the Demon of War, however, Bennael merely raised his hands in a warding motion, and an enormous rush of energy from his sword flung demon-Vain helplessly across the room. Gathering himself painfully from the floor, demon-Vain crouched low to the ground and waited for an opportunity to strike.
Bennael ignored him and continued with the spell, raising his voice in pitch and power. Antarsh regained consciousness and moved briskly to Bennael’s side. Firing bolts of intense energy from his bow into the vortex that now spun where the sword had been, Antarsh intensified the force, expanding it outward until demon-Vain began to back away.
Just as the spell seemed to reach its crescendo, demon-Vain launched forward. He raced toward the two demons, and they threw their hands up, mimicking the same warding motion Bennael had used moments before. Yet instead of attacking directly, demon-Vain swerved and leaped at the wall behind the two, caving it in and then flipping high through the air to land back where he had previously stood.
The two demons paused, seemingly confused. Demon-Vain grinned maliciously, releasing a scorching blast from the Glimloche into the damaged wall behind them. Instead of exploding out, the wall was sucked backward, collapsing in a flood of enormous gray blocks of stone – crushing the two demons beneath it. Antarsh barely managed a choking scream before they both disappeared beneath the debris.
Demon-Vain instantly leaped atop the pile of rubble. The Glimloche responded to his thoughts, and a large ebony sphere of force swelled beneath his feet, swirling and pulsating, gradually opening a dimensional rift beneath the stones.
Concentrating intently, demon-Vain envisioned the realm of Lucifer and willed the sphere to travel there. Muffled wails rose from within the ball as the two demons were drawn from the corporeal realm into the depths of Hell. The roaring laughter of Satan echoed throughout the room before the portal clapped shut and an eerie silence filled the hall.
Nothing can defeat me, thought demon-Vain, power from the Glimloche streaming freely through his limbs. I will destroy anything that tests me.
This confidence however, was brief. Abstract thoughts began to interrupt his contemplation, and faint memories of a boy he had come to rescue began to resurface. But the thoughts were quickly overpowered. Such foolishness is not to be fretted now that I am a god. He roughly brushed aside the image of the child.
The one called Empeth could pose a problem if left unchecked. If he managed to complete the resurrection ritual, and bring Sordarrah into the mortal realm, demon-Vain would be forced to fight a war he could avoid completely if he simply destroyed both Empeth and the boy right now.
Having decided, the enormous black figure moved up the closest flight of stairs to find and kill the Avun-Riah.
* * * *
Sekiel had always served his Lord Sordarrah without question, but the incessant assault on his beliefs left him insecure. Strange random thoughts –
Help him!
— kept invading his consciousness.
A host’s memories were not usually a problem when taking over a new body, but the values the man held in life – combined with the power Priest had possessed – were so intense that Sekiel had been unsuccessful in his efforts at completely blocking them out. Like a tap with a tiny leak, the memories dripped into his consciousness. He found himself dwelling upon them more and more often, and the scariest thing for the demon was: they made sense!
Utter foolishness. Soon his master would be released, and Sekiel would be by his side as they conquered the cosmos.
Why, then, did he have reservations?
Help him!
The echoes of that thought, and the feelings he had been experiencing lately, deeply disturbed Sekiel. Perhaps Priest was not truly gone, maybe his soul lingered within the demon, and the human still hoped to save the boy.
He had watched the archangel Gabriel willingly sacrifice his existence to ensure the Dark Man could access the mansion. He never imagined any immortal could possibly possess the conviction it would take to surrender to oblivion in order to help another, and wondered if he could do the same.
He doubted it.
In all of his eternal existence, Sekiel could never remember doing anything that didn’t advance his own motives. Even his devotion to Sordarrah was selfish, for without Sordarrah’s power, in all likelihood Sekiel would cease to be. He had to obey his master or he would vanish into the wisps of eternity.
Watching the Dark Man approach the gates, and the Souls of Sordarrah rush out to destroy him, Sekiel had suddenly been seized by an intense urge to throw open the window of the room in which he now sat and fly to the assassin’s assistance. This proved unnecessary, however, and he watched in stunned amazement as the Velearstk swooped into the courtyard and protected Vain all the way to the doors of the mansion. Sekiel knew he should move to intercept the assassin, but felt unable to.
Unable or unwilling?
This could not be right. Why had the Velearstk gone against their nature and helped the human? Sekiel knew very little about the beasts, but he did know they had not always been under Sordarrah’s rule. They had once roamed through the cosmos with virtually no limits prior to their imprisonment by his Lord.
Perhaps that was why they had helped the assassin. Maybe the good deed of helping him had somehow freed them from the invisible chains that had held them for so long.
Chains like his.
The man named Priest had believed so strongly in Vain that he had sacrificed himself in order to aid him. His memories spoke of peace and love, usually issues that sickened Sekiel, but after weeks of inhabiting the man’s body and knowing his thoughts, he now felt strangely comforted by them. Priest had spent his entire life preparing for the coming of the Avun-Riah, and his reasons were far from selfish.
Priest had wanted a better world for all of mankind, not just himself. Even if nothing else had depended upon it he would have tried to save the boy. At the last, when Empeth had torn the man’s heart from his chest, still Priest had not hated him. Compassion had filled his soul for the man who would imprison it with chains of fire in the halls of Sordarrah.
Why would a man suffer so much to reach a goal if it wasn’t worth something? A strange feeling began to fill Sekiel and it took him a moment before he realized it was shame.
Help him!
Clearly the end was coming. Sekiel heard the battle in the hall below and sent his spirit through the floors to witness it. He saw Vain clashing desperately against Antarsh and Torresh before losing control of the power of the Glimloche and turning into a beast of hideous power. Even in his spirit form, Sekiel could sense the desperation of the man within the beast, struggling to regain control, but finally succumbing to the dark power.
The very same desperation had been battling within Sekiel ever since he had returned to the flesh.
Help him!
Vain would now become like Empeth, selfishly crushing any who opposed his lust for more power. The boy would die, either by Empeth’s hand or the beast’s. And then Lord Sordarrah would either be resurrected or he would not. Sekiel looked inside himself and found he no longer cared either way.
Every attempt to resurrect Sordarrah had failed. Now that he pondered it more deeply, Sekiel began to feel perhaps there might have been some other force at work against them.
When the guardian Gustav had tried to save the last Avun-Riah, there should have been no way that he could get through to the girl. Their defenses had been virtually impregnable – what with the whole of the German army at their disposal. But the human had managed to make it into the inner-sanctum and even killed Bennael and himself in the process. Killed their mortal forms, their spirits had returned to Sordarrah’s realm to be punished.
This is not right, Sekiel thought suddenly.
He had always believed their cause had been just; humans were simply glorified apes to be used and disposed of as the immortals saw fit. But with the memories of Priest flowing through his mind Sekiel saw things differently and began to understand why he had been feeling so unsure. The man had dedicated his life to the service of others, never harboring ill-will or malice toward any of his enemies.
That is how life should be, not the everlasting flood of hate Sekiel and the rest of The Four had always existed on.
Perhaps.... he thought, but quashed the idea instantly. There could never be redemption for one such as he. If God existed, most likely he despised the demon.
For that is what he was: a demon.
An evil demon.
What an interesting concept evil embodied. If a man killed another man defending his property, they hailed him a hero. But if that same man killed another man to gain something belonging to someone else, they branded him evil. Such idiosyncrasies of humanity had always made Sekiel laugh before, but suddenly he found a new perspective.
Now he understood.
Love created more than life. Hope brought more than existence. And this was why the Dark Man now approached.
Sekiel rose just as demon-Vain purposefully stalked up the stairs. Swiftly making up his mind, he strode straight-backed to the door and stepped out into the huge corridor to await the beast. The decision had left him with a curious feeling of peace, and no matter what happened now he knew he’d made the right choice.
The beast turned into the corridor and Sekiel sent out a thread of power, linking with the creature’s mind.
You must return, human, he pulsed deep into the beast’s mind. You must control the power that you have unleashed.
“You think to trick me, demon?” challenged demon-Vain. “What is wrong? Are you afraid to fight a god?”
Ignoring the creature, Sekiel increased the power of his mind-link. You must return, without you the boy will die! You will fail if you do not come back!
A low groan seemed to sound within the mind-link, the man inside the beast struggling to regain control. Using all of Priest’s telepathic powers to pierce the veil around the man’s memories, Sekiel managed to glimpse an image of a beautiful young girl, screaming out in horror. He also grasped a name before he was shut out. The beast stood silently now, unable to move while trying to control the battle raging within his mind.
Sekiel brought the image into his sight, and hurled it back along the mind-link into the beast’s brain. Angelique! he screamed. If you don’t return, the boy will die just like Angelique! Return now or it will be too late!
Demon-Vain stood quivering now at the end of the hallway. Holding his head in his enormous hands, a sound not unlike a whimper emanated from his mouth. Pain etched across the features of the beast while the assassin struggled valiantly to prevail in the battle for self. Hurling his massive frame across the floor, a silent howl gradually rose into an audible scream:
“ANGELIQUE!!”
The beast slowly shrank before Sekiel, and he watched the ebony features shift and change back into those of the Dark Man. In his human form, clothes reappeared upon his frame and he finally stood, shaking, still with his head in his hands.
Looking up at Sekiel, he said softly, “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet. I may have just taken away the only chance you had of defeating Empeth.”
“Why did you help me?”
Sekiel stood silently for a moment. “Let’s just say your friend Priest can be very persuasive.”
“What do you mean?” asked Vain.
“He never left. I thought I had defeated him, but his essence continued lurking in my head, speaking to me and convincing me of the beauty that is human life. I have existed for an eternity, but I don’t think I have ever had a single day of life as a human would know it.” Sekiel paused.
“Today I feel alive, and it is wondrous,” he explained finally.
Nodding his head in understanding, Vain silently followed, Sekiel leading the way down the stairs to where the ritual was swiftly drawing to a climax, where the boy would be released and then sacrificed. Sekiel now knew why Priest and Gabriel had surrendered themselves:
In life, some things were simply more important than living.
 



Chapter Seventeen
  Embrace Your Enemy
Sebastian wailed against the walls of his cell. Every attempt to pierce the powers that held him had met with abysmal failure. He’d used his powers to their limit now and fell exhausted to the floor, knowing instinctively that the time drew near, and the ritual had already begun. It echoed within his soul, and the thought chilled him. Sebastian had no idea how long he had been in this place without day or night, and his mind seemed close to breaking.
No amount of pleading with his captors had motivated them to any emotion except scorn. Empeth had laughed heartily and whipped the boy with images of his dead parents until he felt his heart would simply shatter.
At first he had responded with pleas to Empeth’s taunts, but this had only increased his anguish. The images playing across his vision became more and more graphic: scenes of his foster mother tied down and repeatedly raped, his father flayed alive. Their screams still echoed within his mind.
Sebastian soon became so withdrawn that even a harsh word could send him into tears. Yet now, as he sat alone on the floor of his cell, his anger increasingly began to burn within him. The Dark Man had failed him; he had promised to protect him and he had not come. They had all made promises, throughout his life, and they had all lied. They were probably sitting together laughing at his stupidity. Rage began to burn slowly in his heart. He knew he shouldn’t be feeling such intense fury, but it overwhelmed him until he barely recognized his emotions.
The anger burned within him, and suddenly he shouted out into the empty cell, “I’m still here you useless assholes!”
The words echoed throughout the room, and something changed, but Sebastian failed to notice it. His rage had all but consumed him. “Let me out of here, you fucking bastards!!” he screamed at the walls.
Sebastian’s fury bounced around the cell, and suddenly the walls shifted and swirled. Sebastian felt his anger disappear like mist on a breeze.
With a loud crack, the cell shattered, and Sebastian fell onto the floor of a large room. Strange symbols had been marked over the gray stone walls and floor, etched in human blood. In the corner of the room, a large pile of bodies were heaped one atop the other in a gruesome mound of discarded flesh. Looking up, Sebastian saw Empeth staring at him with a look of extreme shock upon his face.
“How did you – ?” he began, but the door crashed open, cutting him off.
Bursting into the room appeared the demon known to Sebastian as Sekiel, followed by the Dark Man. “Let the boy go, Empeth,” demanded Sekiel.
Empeth’s shock became an expression of thin-lipped ridicule. “My, my. A demon changing sides, whatever are you thinking? Do you suppose you will be accepted anywhere else but at Lord Sordarrah’s side? Do you think these humans will care about you? Give up this foolishness now, Sekiel, and slay the Dark Man before it is too late. Maybe our Lord won’t destroy you for your impertinence.”
“He is not my Lord anymore; I don’t think he has been for a long time.”
Empeth chuckled with genuine humor. “Do you think you can achieve redemption by doing this? Do you think your sins against their God will simply disappear? He will despise you just as these humans do.”
“I don’t care.” Sekiel’s defiance rose. “Today I live.” Leaping forward, he almost caught Empeth off guard, but at the last moment the leader of the Souls of Sordarrah raised his hand, and Sekiel halted mid-air. Vain moved to help the demon, but Empeth raised his other hand, and the assassin froze.
“You are a fool, Sekiel. I have always despised you,” said Empeth casually. “But I never thought you would become a traitor to our cause. Now you will learn what it means when you oppose our Lord Sordarrah!”
Suddenly Sekiel’s body twisted in agony. Bit by bit his outline began to dissolve, becoming less substantial. Gripped tightly within Empeth’s power, Vain struggled to pull free. Sebastian knew within the Dark Man dwelled a great force, but he feared to let it loose, lest he lose control of it.
Sekiel screamed, and Empeth laughed. “I hope you enjoy oblivion, demon. With the ritual almost complete my powers are such that I can now absorb you utterly.”
The demon writhed even more within Empeth’s power, but could not liberate himself. Slowly he dissipated until he was no more substantial than a thin smoke...
... and then he vanished.
Empeth now focused his attention on the Dark Man and grinned maliciously. He moved closer to the assassin and gazed closely at his face. “What’s wrong, Dark Man? Can’t you control the powers of the Glimloche?”
Vain gazed calmly into Empeth’s eyes until he glanced away. “I pity you, Empeth,” he said softly. “For all of your power you’re nothing but a little puppy dog, running to pick up the scraps from your master’s table.”
Empeth flew into a rage, hurling waves of blue flame which surrounded Vain. The assassin cried out in anguish. Burning slowly within the conflagration, his mouth open in torment, the Dark Man reached instinctively for the Glimloche and it suddenly exploded out from within him.
The two powers raged against each other, and Sebastian sensed the Dark Man’s control beginning to slip as he poured more and more of himself into his own dark flames. The assassin’s features began to swell and his skin grew darker. Sebastian reached out with his own powers and touched Vain’s mind.
Don’t give up! he pulsed. I believe in you! This seemed to bolster Vain slightly and his features shifted back to normal, but Sebastian knew he could not hold his concentration for long.
Instantly, the look of torment upon the assassin’s face changed to one of incredible serenity. A strange feeling of utter acceptance suddenly flowed from within Vain.
Withdrawing his own blaze, Vain instead drew Empeth’s power into him, using the Glimloche to absorb the flames, destroying the malice contained therein. He opened his arms wide in acceptance, gradually dragging Empeth closer and closer to the assassin.
Realizing the danger too late, Empeth tried to withdraw his own power from the fray, but the Glimloche held him too strongly now, and he felt himself being slowly drained. Panic began to grip the leader of the Souls of Sordarrah, and he fought with renewed ferocity against the dark embrace, but with each pulse of force he threw at Vain, the hold grew stronger, and Empeth drew inexorably closer.
Finally, the two were pressing together, and Vain closed his arms around his enemy. Empeth shrieked with fury, but all to no avail, his power draining from within, his physical body fading much as Sekiel’s had.
Sebastian watched the Dark Man, awed by the force that tore through him. It should have flayed his soul, but the power of the Glimloche held it at bay. At the same time, Sebastian realized, the Glimloche was burning out. Used in a non-aggressive role, it had nothing to feed upon and was starving itself. Little by little, both Empeth and the Glimloche deteriorated until they were both almost gone.
Vain opened his eyes and looked at the wispy figure of Empeth still flailing uselessly within his embrace. A silent scream stretched his mouth, and Vain’s expression turned to one of sympathy. After a desperate surge, Empeth finally surrendered, but before he disappeared completely, his face suddenly adopted a look of utter peace. He smiled faintly at Vain before fading entirely.
The Dark Man slumped slightly as the power of the Glimloche disappeared from within him and he turned toward Sebastian. The boy rose from the floor and then ran to throw himself into the Dark Man’s open arms. “You saved me!” he cried.
Vain smiled warmly at the young boy. “Let’s get out of here,” he said tenderly.
Together the two descended the stairs and entered the partly demolished hallway. Through the windows, Sebastian could see the now empty courtyard outside and the gates to the mansion stood wide open. In the distance, the blaring of sirens approached, and the Dark Man’s eyes narrowed with concern.
“We’d better go out the back way,” Vain suggested calmly.
The two moved through the hallway toward the rear of the house and into the large kitchen situated there. Out front, they heard the sirens cease, and several cars screech to a halt in the driveway. Uncertain shouts sounded, the police noting the huge splatters of blood staining the courtyard, the various piles of ash and strewn limbs, as their voices echoed closer to the main doors.
Vain’s features hardened and he paused. “I’m sorry, Sebastian,” he apologized. “I can’t come with you.”
“What?” cried Sebastian. “What do you mean?”
“They will always be searching for me, do you understand? They’re going to try to blame me for the deaths here, and if they capture me you’ll probably get caught up in it too. Stay here and make out that you’re just some innocent kid who doesn’t know what’s going on and you’ll be okay. It’ll be safer than if you come with me.”
Tears began to stream down Sebastian’s face. “No! I don’t care! I just want to be with you!” Even as he cried the words, though, he realized the Dark Man spoke the truth. His destiny lay elsewhere, and he could not find it if he was always running.
“I’ll make sure that somebody comes to look after you Sebastian. And don’t worry, if you ever need me, I promise I’ll be there.”
As he moved to the door, Sebastian called out to him, “Thank you, Dark Man!”
“That’s not my name,” he said without turning.
“I’m sorry – Vain.”
Turning back around, he once again swept Sebastian into his arms and whispered into his ear, “Call me Martin.”
He put the astonished boy back down and, without another word, walked back to the door...
... and finally stepped out into the light.
 



Epilogue
A thorough investigation by police failed to find the reason behind the massacre at the mansion. Eventually chalked-up as a mass suicide by followers of a cult erroneously labeled the ‘Sons of Sordarrah’ by the press, the fact that several members of the cult were torn limb from limb or reduced to cinders, left many people still asking questions. Nonetheless, the investigation was eventually closed by the police commissioner some six months after it began.
Sebastian Dunn ended up placed into foster care, never revealing what had truly occurred at the mansion. He claimed to be suffering from shock due to his ordeal and had no memory of anything that had happened to him. It proved no hard task to convince physicians that he was distraught, and with no living relatives they temporarily placed him into the foster care ward to await adoption.
A giant of a man named Tobias came forward to adopt Sebastian, alongside him, his new wife Gloria and her two sons: Tony and Mikey. Apparently Tobias had been sent an anonymous message stating that the woman required his assistance regarding a personal issue. Arriving at the house to see what she required, an unlikely romance had swiftly bloomed between the two. Both of Gloria’s sons loved the gentle giant, and the pair were wed a mere three months after their first meeting.
Tobias never found out who the message had come from.
For several years the family lived in bliss. Gloria had apparently inherited a large amount of money not long before she’d met Tobias, and the family never wanted for anything. Tobias continued his charity work, and eventually Sebastian came to help him at Chapel.
Sebastian aged and his powers grew within him. He was always careful; he couldn’t be sure that all of the Souls of Sordarrah had been killed, and he feared another attack by the fanatical cult.
As his powers expanded, so too did his instinctive need to use them to aid people. He began simply helping Tobias with his work at Chapel, but he soon found himself moving throughout the city, aiding the poor and indigent wherever he could.
Sebastian gradually established a new organization, named ‘The Martin Roberts Foundation’. By the time he’d reached twenty-seven it had expanded nationally, eventually becoming one of the most successful charitable organizations in the country.
Several hospitals were erected providing treatment free of charge to anybody who needed it. Funding derived through the aid organization, but also in part from an anonymous contributor who, during a single fund-raiser, pledged millions of dollars toward the various charities created by ‘The Martin Roberts Foundation’.
Sebastian began to turn his attentions overseas. Poverty stricken countries in Africa and South America received much needed aid, but more than this, Sebastian turned his skills to negotiating tenuous cease-fires between several warring nations while the rebuilding of their countries took place.
Without the need to fund their wars, third-world nations began to divert more money into other areas. Housing, education and healthcare gradually started to receive much needed attention as a result.
The rest of the world was watching.
Governments began to see increases in their productivity throughout their rapidly expanding workforces. New doors were opened, other countries gradually commencing trade with them.
The world embarked toward a horizon of renewed hope. Although wars were still being fought throughout several parts of the world, the fact that countries that had been bitter enemies for decades could finally put down their weapons and live in harmony brought hope to millions worldwide.
All of this began to crumble when Sebastian – the lodestone holding many of the treaties together – suddenly disappeared some weeks before his thirty-ninth birthday. He had accomplished so much in such a short time, but his significance only became recognized once he was no longer there. Many nations began to doubt the wisdom of this man with no real ties to any of the countries involved. Several of the tenuous treaties were sundered in bloody battles; old wounds reopened and old hatreds re-emerged.
Fearing his son had once again been kidnapped by the Souls of Sordarrah, Tobias hurriedly travelled to Washington DC. Sebastian had been trying to organize a cease-fire in the Middle-East when he had disappeared. He sought out his son’s aide, Vincent, questioning the man thoroughly about Sebastian’s movements during the days before he went missing. Unfortunately, Vincent was of little use, and appeared terrified to tell Tobias anything other than his son’s registered itinerary.
“What is it that you’re not telling me, Vincent?” pursued Tobias softly.
“N-nothing sir!” stammered the thin, slightly feminine-looking assistant.
Tobias stood up and towered over the quivering little man. “My son has gone missing,” he growled, “and you know something you’re withholding from me. What is it?”
Vincent sat silently, racked with indecision. “Another man came asking about your son just before he disappeared,” he said softly.
Tobias sat down again. “Who was he? Police? FBI?”
“Nobody like that. He was like nobody I’ve ever met before.”
“What do you mean?”
Vincent sat motionless for what seemed like an eternity. The man had never appeared brave to Tobias before, but neither had he been the trembling mess now before him. Somebody had obviously terrified Sebastian’s assistant and he was reluctant to name him.
“I don’t know who he was,” said Vincent softly, looking away. “He never gave a name. There was just something about him.”
“Something? What?”
Once again Vincent seemed unwilling to talk, and Tobias crashed his fist into the table between them in frustration. “What was it?” he thundered.
Vincent’s wide gaze shot up and he let out a tiny squeak of terror. “There was something evil about him. Something very....” he paused, searching for a word to describe the man who had aroused such fear in him. “I don’t know. There was something very dark about him –”
“He was a Dark Man.”
Terror flooded through Tobias as he looked through the window and out into the night...
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Prologue
Sunday, June 16, 2013
Butch Kincaid turned off the shower, grabbed a thick towel on the rack by the glass door and got busy drying himself off. The others had already left but he had been unable to resist taking advantage of the expansive marble shower before heading back to the campground at nearby Presqu’ile Provincial Park. His delay wasn’t a bad thing as it would give his crew time to take down the campsite and load up their gear. After all, he wanted them to hit the road early to get some decent mileage out of the day and get to their next location.
Done with the towel, he dropped it to the floor as he stepped out of the shower then searched for and found a deodorant stick which he was certain his hosts wouldn’t mind his using. He took a couple of minutes to brush back his long, damp hair before tying it into a ponytail then slipped into his jeans, boots and a new golf shirt he had found in the adjoining bedroom.
His bathroom activities completed, he left the master suite of the lavish home and strolled down the hallway to the kitchen. Amidst the jumbled array of mostly empty liquor bottles on the granite-topped kitchen island, he noticed that the bottle of Grand Marnier – Cuvée de Centenaire which he had favoured the night before still had an inch or so of liqueur in it.
Smiling, he ambled over, pulled the cork top out and drained the last few ounces in one hearty swig before heading down the stairs to the spacious den in the basement to join his hosts.
“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he announced as he entered the room. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a bathroom as fancy as yours and when I saw that shower, damn, it’s bigger than most of the hotel rooms I’ve ever stayed in. Do you realize you have four showerheads in there? Anyhow, I couldn’t help myself and once I got in, I kind of lost track of time a bit. I hope you don’t mind.”
Fred Copley, the sixty-something year old owner of the home, peered up at Butch with his remaining good eye and shook his head before rasping, “When are you leaving?”
“I have overstayed my welcome,” Butch admitted, “But don’t you worry, I’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”
“Are you planning to leave us like this?” asked Copley, gesturing to the duct tape with which his wrists and ankles were bound to the armchair.
Butch shrugged. “I can’t really set you free, can I? You just might find it in you to go get some help before me and my crew get out of the area. I don’t want any trouble so I can’t take that risk.”
Fred turned his head slowly, his neck stiff, and gazed at his unconscious wife, her naked, bruised and battered body spread-eagled on their central coffee table, her wrists and ankles securely taped to the legs.
“Can you at least get a blanket to cover my wife?” Fred asked, “Just to keep her warm?”
“Don’t worry, good buddy,” Butch replied. “I’ll make sure you both stay nice and warm.”
He headed down a hallway to another staircase which led to a side entrance and returned shortly with two five gallon canisters of gasoline which he proceeded to splash on furniture, throw-rugs, wood paneled walls and pine flooring in and around the den and down the hallway, ignoring Copley’s whimpering pleas as he went. After all, he prided himself in being a cold-hearted son of a bitch.
Within minutes, he was back at the side door, pouring the last of the second canister onto the pine steps. He threw the empty container downstairs then pulled out a full book of matches, striking one with which he lit the others. As the matchbook flared, he tossed it onto the gasoline soaked steps and watched the flames quickly rise and spread.
In no time, the fire was progressing to his satisfaction and he left the house, leaving the side door open to ensure sufficient air for his growing inferno. Without looking back, he climbed onto his motorcycle, cranked the engine to life and headed back to the campground to hook up with his waiting crew.
 



Chapter 1
Monday, June 17, 2013
Captain Dave McCall shook his head in disgust as he read the National Police Information Network’s new activity report, a compilation of data regarding recently committed crimes across the country. Though he concentrated mainly on the goings-on in the Montreal area, he generally scrolled through those in other regions, particularly elsewhere in Quebec, in the neighboring province of Ontario and in other major Canadian cities, to keep abreast of present-day criminal activity.
The entry which currently outraged him related to a double homicide in Brighton, Ontario, a small, quiet town with a growing retirement population some four hundred kilometres west of Montreal. A motorist driving along County Road 64 had noticed flames and smoke billowing from a large, wooded property outside of town and called 911. Several hours had been required to extinguish the blaze which had seriously damaged the lavish ranch-style home.
Inside, the bodies of sixty-six year old retired business executive, Fred Copley, and sixty-four year old Denise Copley, his wife, had been found. Though the fire had not spared them, it had also not succeeded in completely eradicating the bruises, burns and lacerations which marred their bodies, nor their duct tape bindings. Foul play was blatantly obvious. Broken dishes, glassware and pottery, slashed paintings and smashed furniture made it clear their home had been trashed and authorities suspected a number of people had been involved based on the vast quantity of empty beer, wine and liquor bottles and hundreds of cigarette butts which littered every corner of the once luxurious home. The absence of any cash and jewellery as well as a variety of missing entertainment and computer equipment suggested that theft could be added to the list of committed crimes.
McCall’s mobile phone trilled and his mood brightened some as he glanced at the call display, noting the caller was his long time friend, Chris Barry.
The two men had met seventeen years earlier, shortly after McCall, then a lieutenant, had started heading Montreal‘s Special Homicide Task Force. Chris, who at the time ran the operations of a major computer security firm, had provided invaluable assistance to McCall, resulting in the solving of the high profile Vigilante serial murder case.
Already financially comfortable, Chris had literally made a fortune a few months later when the firm he worked for, of which he owned twenty percent, had been acquired at a premium in a friendly takeover. Though only thirty-five at the time, he had not undertaken any search for subsequent employment, wishing to take a break and spend some time with his wife, Sandy, while he considered his options. His hiatus, however, had been of short duration.
No sooner had Chris ceased working than he had been approached by Jonathan Addley, a former military officer who ran Discreet Activities, a little known division of the Ministry of Defence, involved in covert operations. Particular talents Chris had demonstrated while involved with the Vigilante case had attracted Addley’s attention and he had urged the former computer security executive to embark on a new career path, that of clandestine government operative. Chris had agreed and neither had ever regretted their decisions.
Throughout the years since, Chris had remained active in the business community, sitting on the board of directors of various firms. Three years earlier, during a meeting at a branch of the Imperial National Bank, he had suddenly found himself in the middle of a bank heist turned hostage taking. Thanks to his efforts and with the assistance of others, the robbery attempt had been thwarted and the culprits eliminated.
Amongst those who had helped take the robbers down was bank employee, Leslie Robb, a bright, gorgeous redhead of the lesbian persuasion and well versed in martial arts. Jonathan Addley and another operative had also been involved in bringing the ordeal to an end and once it was all over, Leslie had begged Jon to allow her onto his elite team. Jonathan had agreed and Leslie had since proven to be a valuable asset on numerous occasions.
As their fields of endeavour somewhat overlapped, all had had opportunity to deal with McCall professionally over time. Though the captain, who had prided himself in being a ‘by-the-book’ cop throughout his career, did not always approve of their less conventional methods of dealing with criminals, respect and friendship had ensued nonetheless.
“Good morning, Chris,” Dave answered. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
“Jon, Josée, Leslie and Dominique are spending the weekend with us for the Fête Nationale festivities,” said Chris, referring to the June 24th holiday in Quebec, “And we’d love it if you and Cathy joined the party.”
“A long weekend at the Barry residence in Knowlton?” Dave replied. “How could I refuse?”
“There’s no way in hell you could,” Chris agreed. “The weather is looking good and Jonathan and Josée will be bringing their new Murphy Moose.”
“Moose?” Dave repeated. “Couldn’t they just get a dog?”
Chris laughed. “It’s their latest flying toy, a five passenger seaplane.”
“Ah, that ‘build it yourself’ kit they bought,” Dave remembered. “Will we have to go for a spin?”
“Jon assured me we had nothing to worry about,” Chris replied. “He had the head mechanic at HeliPro assisting him every step of the way.”
“In that case, I’ll give it a go,” said Dave. “When would you like us to get there?”
“The others are coming over late Friday afternoon. We’ll grill some steaks for dinner and figure out our plans for the weekend.”
“That works fine for me,” said Dave. “I’ll check with Cathy but I’m sure she’ll be game. It’s been a while and it will be great to see you guys. Thanks for brightening my day.”
“You know you can always count on me, buddy.” Chris replied. “See you on Friday.”
* * * *
Butch strolled back into the clearing after having gone to relieve himself and smiled as he noted that someone had already hung his hammock chair from an overhanging limb of a giant maple tree. Next to the chair stood a cooler on top of which a cold open beer awaited him. He dropped into the chair and raised the bottle to his lips, draining half its contents in one swig. Letting out a satisfying belch, he gazed at the disciplined activity around him as his crew set up camp. As he watched them go about their tasks, his thoughts drifted back to when it had all started, six years earlier, when he had left his home town with a handful of devoted followers.
Named Ronald at birth, Butch had demonstrated zealous interest at an early age in the butchering activities which followed his father’s occasional hunting trips. His insistence on helping skin and cut up whatever game his father brought home had soon earned him the nickname Butcher. With time, this had been shortened to Butch and stuck while the name Ronald had become little more than a vague memory.
Home had been a run-down farmhouse near Exeter, Ontario, rented from a farming family who still exploited the land but had no use for the tiny dwelling once the grandparents had passed. Life there had been rocky with his father, a violent, two bit, low-life criminal and his mother, a drunk and a whore. Beatings had been frequent when his father was around though the old man’s uncanny ability to get arrested and imprisoned had provided regular breaks from the violence. Money, food and other necessities had consistently been scarce so shoplifting, B&Es and other means of producing illegal gains had quickly become common survival activities for Butch.
By the age of fifteen, Butch had determined he shared two traits with his father; a defiance of authority and a propensity for violence or, more specifically, inflicting pain. However, in Butch’s mind, that was where the similarities had ended. Where his father had spent more than half of his thirty-six years on the planet in various jail cells due to his stupidity, Butch had never had any run-ins with the law, always carefully thinking out and planning any crime he committed.
His attendance already sporadic at school, he had ceased going altogether at the age of sixteen when he and his mother had moved from Exeter to Dresden shortly after his father had died, the victim of multiple stab wounds while in town one night. With no clues or witnesses and in consideration of the victim’s past dealings with the authorities, the case had quickly gone cold. More so than ever, Butch had been particularly careful in the preparation of his father’s murder.
If possible, their new home in Dresden, another dilapidated abandoned farmhouse, had been even smaller and more decrepit than the one they had left in Exeter. While his mother entertained various men from the rural area in the ramshackle hovel for booze and cash, Butch had spent his time roaming the town, fields and woods, continuously honing his survival techniques.
It was then he had discovered his instinctual talent to provide for himself, regardless of his surroundings. He had soon put together an adequate shelter in a seldom frequented wooded area where he had spent as much time if not more than at his mother’s shack. Anything he’d needed, he found in homes, barns and garages in the area or in stores in town. Local farms had provided a variety of food, even in colder months, thanks to an abundance of greenhouses. As for meat, which he enjoyed, he had quickly become adept at catching small local fauna to satisfy his carnivorous needs. Dealing with his prey had been his first ventures in making other creatures suffer although his first true urges would only surface a few years later.
Though somewhat of a loner, he had met and become friends with a few other boys in town as the months went by, whom he eventually allowed to visit his quasi-permanent home in the woods, once they had gained his trust. Impressed by the particular lifestyle Butch had created for himself, his friends had started looking up to him as their unspoken leader and had soon begun to bring him gifts, generally stolen goods, as a show of support and admiration. Not one to overlook an opportunity when he saw one, Butch had quickly taken to suggesting desired items as needs arose to further improve his living conditions.
More time had passed and, under Butch’s guidance and directives, his crew, as he called them by then, had begun to generate a steady flow of income through the theft and resale of a variety of new and used merchandise as well as drug distribution. By the time Butch had turned eighteen, he had enough cash amassed, and then some, to buy himself his first means of transport, a Harley Davidson Sportster. The purchase had been made by and the motorcycle registered to Ratcliff ‘Rat’ McKeown, his most trusted friend, as Butch had no driver’s license and no intention of getting one.
That evening, amidst drinks and joints to celebrate his new acquisition, Butch had informed his crew of five that he would be leaving town to make his fortune with no plans to return. When they had expressed dismay, he had told them they were welcome to join him, as long as they abided by his rules and followed his orders. He intended to build an empire and to do so successfully would require firm leadership on his part and strict adherence to his plans by all members of the crew. Three days later, they had left Dresden, Butch on his Harley followed by his five subordinates piled into Rat’s old, rusty Westfalia, on a quest to explore the world and find their destiny under the guiding hand and iron fist of Butch Kincaid.
They had spent the next several months roaming about, much like nomads, through Ontario, Quebec and into the Maritimes, setting up camp wherever and whenever Butch decided, sometimes in campgrounds, other times off in a field or woods somewhere. At night, Butch would send a few of the others off to find money and provisions in whatever homes or stores which could be found in the area. Regardless of where they stayed, Butch insisted they keep a low profile so as to not attract attention to themselves.
On one occasion, following an evening of heavy drinking, two of the crew members, Olly and Tops, had challenged their leader when he had ordered them to tone things down. Olly had suggested Butch should “loosen up and get that stick out of your ass” and Tops had stated, “You’re not our fucking mother, dude.” The two had then resumed their boisterous behaviour, shouting into the night, laughing loudly and generally being nuisances.
Looking bored and indifferent, Butch had remained still and silent for several moments before rising and strolling off into the woods, likely to go urinate. He had returned shortly after, a stout limb in hand and, wielding it like a baseball bat, had bashed it into the back of Olly’s head, knocking him out cold. He had then proceeded to beat Tops with it as the latter attempted unsuccessfully to scramble away in drunken fear. Following a half dozen blows, one which likely had cracked some ribs, Butch had tossed the limb onto the fire then returned to the unconscious Olly, kicking him a few times before finally settling back into his camping chair.
The incident had lasted little more than a minute from the first blow to the last during which time the three other crew members had remained silent and motionless, watching in awe, and fear. Not a word of the beatings was brought up subsequently by the victims or the others and, going forward, when Butch spoke, the members of the crew listened and obeyed.
As summer had ended and autumn rolled in, Butch had decided they would head to Toronto where they could settle for the winter and concentrate on making some substantial money in more stable surroundings. Since none of them had any steady, legal means of income or marketable skills, Butch had kept his crew members busy with daily robbery runs for the first several weeks in the Toronto area in order to accumulate a bankroll sufficient to rent lodgings.
An old, used Econoline had been purchased in Rat’s name to facilitate movement of larger stolen goods, particularly television monitors, computers and related equipment and Butch had established a number of contacts to turn the merchandise into cash. Selling drugs had been an excellent income generator back home and soon became a staple business line for the crew once again.
Within six weeks, they had moved out of the cheap motel in which they had been living and into an apartment leased by Rat, large enough to accommodate all six comfortably. Under Butch’s leadership and planning, their theft and drug business had continued to flourish. During the day, he and Rat would drive around, scouting the multitude of neighborhoods in the Greater Toronto Area, selecting potential burglary targets for the others to subsequently hit.
It soon had dawned on Butch that a city the size of Toronto offered more potential than his five men could handle and he had started carefully recruiting additional crew members amongst the countless teens and young adults he saw living on the street every day. What he had to offer was a roof over their heads and a share of the proceeds they generated. In return, he demanded their utmost respect and compliance to his directives. By the time summer had come around again, his burglary team had increased by two, a drug savvy seventeen year old had come on board and a second apartment had been rented by Sean ‘Dibs’ Dibsdale, one of the original crew members.
Pleased with his crew’s performance after their first year, Butch had called for a road trip in July to allow them to repeat their nomadic roaming of the previous summer. Throughout the year, his men had complied with his demands without any argument, regardless of the risk, and Butch felt they deserved some time to unwind from their daily lives of crime. For this reason, the only thieving Butch expected of them during their vacation was to cover the crew’s needs. However, he had limited the summer break to four weeks to avoid adversely affecting his growing and profitable business too seriously.
The next few years had come and gone, each an improvement over the previous one with the Greater Toronto Area continuing to supply them with an increasing flow of goods for resale as well as an expanding customer base. In addition to sustained residential break-in activities, a growing number of retail and warehousing establishments had been added to the robbery target mix as had truck hijackings. Though not major players in the drug world by any means, their marijuana, cocaine and meth distribution business generated sufficient funds to be deemed worthwhile.
By the fourth year, Butch’s crew had grown to an even dozen, a number he had decided to subsequently remain at since, as he semi-jokingly suggested, it paralleled the number of the Lord’s apostles. The reference was not completely false as Butch had succeeded in gathering twelve young men who openly admired him and never questioned his demands, performing whatever duty was assigned to them. This had been made blatantly clear the previous year toward the end of their fifth summer trek on the way back to Toronto from Manitoba.
They had been camping near Espanola, Ontario, and, as he often did, Butch had gone off for a while, scouting the area for potential sources of food, alcohol and money. Upon his return, the crew members had fully expected him to direct a couple of teams to a few locations that night to gather whatever worthy goods they could find in their usual stealthy manner. However, much to their surprise, Butch had informed them they would all be going to party at a lovely, secluded home he had found.
Later that evening, the crew had piled into the E-Series wagon and the Suburban they had recently acquired and followed Butch as he led the way on his motorcycle. After ten minutes or so, he had turned off the deserted country road onto a dirt path leading into the woods, driving on until they reached a clearing where they left the vehicles.
They had hiked for five minutes along a narrow trail before the woods had thinned then given way to an expansive, well-manicured, rolling lot in the midst of which sat a large, well-kept Victorian home. Butch had sent two of his men for a closer inspection while he and the rest of the crew waited in silence under the cover of the darkness and foliage. The scouts had returned after a few moments to report that three people, a man and two women in the mid-forty to mid-fifty age range, sat watching television in a den around the back.
They had stormed the house, quickly ascertaining that nobody else was there before launching into a five hour adrenaline fuelled orgy of violence and destruction. Under Butch’s direction, they had beaten and tortured the occupants, punching, slapping and kicking them, burning them with cigarettes, cutting them with knives and broken glass. The women had been repeatedly raped, while their male counterpart had been forced to watch his wife and sister go through hell.
As per Butch’s wishes, while some had tended to the captives, others had gone on a destructive rampage of the home, slashing couches, cushions and mattresses, smashing tables, chairs, glassware and dishes, punching holes into the walls and doors. In the kitchen, contents of the refrigerator and pantries were strewn across the floor, jars and bottles thrown against the walls. In the bathrooms, sinks and toilets were shattered, pipes broken, spewing water.
Though none had ever done anything remotely similar in the past, Butch had been pleased to see how all had participated with wild abandon, obeying his every command with neither hesitation nor restraint. They had left as quietly as they had arrived, energized by the death and devastation they had collectively created.
“Hey, Butch, when are we gonna do something like this again?” Dibs had asked as they reached the clearing where their vehicles were parked.
“Vacation’s over, boys,” Butch had replied with a grin. “Next one ain’t until next summer but I promise we’ll make it a doozy.”
It had certainly started off nicely over the weekend in Brighton, Butch mused with a smile. He would relax for a day or two with the guys, maybe head into town to check out the bars and women then go cruising and scouting for someplace nice for a party next weekend. Yep, this would be their best vacation to date.
 



Chapter 2
Friday, June 21, 2013
“Where to?” asked Rat as they pulled away from the dock at Knowlton Marina in the sixteen foot utility boat they had just rented.
“That way,” Butch replied pointing northeast toward the Lake Brome shore. “It’s around there somewhere. I’ll know the place when I see it.”
As planned, Butch had gone off cruising through the countryside for a few hours on the Wednesday, scouting for a potential target for some weekend fun. As always, selection criteria consisted of privacy, seclusion and obvious wealth and Butch had been close to giddy as he had spotted almost endless possibilities. One after another, huge, heavily wooded lots sheltered expensive homes from view and houses were so far from one another that someone screaming bloody murder, even outside, would likely not be heard.
With such a wide choice of targets, he had returned to the campsite undecided and actually somewhat confused as to which place was which. For this reason, he had opted to go for another cruise on the Thursday and had ventured a little further, ending up on Lakeside Road along the eastern shore of Lake Brome. If anything, the properties in this area were bigger and more luxurious than the best he had seen the day before. Slowing to a more leisurely speed to take in the feast before him, he had come to a full stop on the side of the road when the entrance to one particular property caught his eye and piqued his curiosity.
Directly across from him, a two lane wide driveway led onto a lot of majestic proportions, made evident by the field stone walls which paralleled the road for hundreds of feet before curving in to border the driveway on either side. Beyond the walls, a variety of mature conifers enclosed the property, assuring complete privacy from prying eyes.
Kicking his bike into gear, Butch had u-turned across the road, pulling up to the edge of the driveway where he had cut the engine and set the stand. Looking about casually to ensure no one else was around, he had then sauntered along the driveway, intent on getting a better view of what lay beyond the trees. Some thirty feet in, the barrier of junipers and pine ended where the driveway veered to the right toward a sprawling ranch-style home. Beyond, perpendicular to the house, a separate building housed a five car garage on the lower level with a complete second storey above. Part of an in-ground pool could be seen at the rear of the house and further on, the lake where a catamaran, a powerboat and two Sea-Doos were docked. To his left was a tennis court and, any golfer’s dream, a two hole chip and putt, complete with sand traps and pond as well as a driving net.
Having seen what he wanted and not wishing to be seen himself, he had returned to his motorcycle to head back to the campsite. As he had fired up the engine, he had gazed at the property’s entrance one last time and noticed a decorative cast iron post set in the stone wall on either side of the driveway. A plaque hung from each, one on which was the house number while the other read “The Barrys”.
As he had left, he had decided he would go scope out the place from the lake side with Rat the following day. However, he had already been pretty sure they would be partying at the Barry home come the weekend.
“There,” Butch announced as they slowly approached a wide cove on the eastern shore. “That’s the place.”
“Holy crap,” Rat replied. “It’s huge. Do you know who lives there?”
Butch shrugged. “Somebody called Barry who’s got major cash from what I can see. Go in a bit closer. I want to get a better look at this place.”
Rat steered the boat slightly toward the cove as Butch scanned the Barry property, familiarizing himself with the layout of the place as seen from the lake.
“Someone’s coming out of the house,” said Rat.
Butch turned his gaze to the rear of the home where an attractive woman in shorts and a tank top was walking across the expansive paving stone patio toward the pool. As he looked on, a man appeared in the open sliding door and called out something undecipherable to the woman, causing her to turn and laugh as she retraced her steps toward him. When she reached him, he gave her a hug then took her hand as they strolled toward the lake where they settled on two of the half dozen lounge chairs scattered on their private beach.
“Well, aren’t the Barrys a pretty couple?” Butch murmured.
“She’s going to be a lot more fun to party with than that old broad last weekend,” Rat agreed. “She’s hot.”
“Yep, she’s a fine looking lady,” Butch replied, gazing at the couple as the boat slowly slid by. When both the man and woman waved, he waved back and added, “Friendly too. We’re in for a good time this weekend. A real good time. Let’s head back to camp. I’ve got a good picture of the layout in my head and I want to line up how we’ll cover this tomorrow.”
 



Chapter 3
Saturday, June 22, 2013 - 1:55 p.m.
“Will you guys be ready for a break soon?” asked Dave as he strolled up to the tennis court with his golf bag slung over his shoulder. “I’ve now honed my golfing skills to perfection and will kick your butt tomorrow, Mr. Barry.”
“If his golf is half as good as his tennis,” Jon called from the far end of the court, “You might as well cancel your round right now, Captain. Our illustrious host just beat me in five straight matches.”
“You won some sets,” Chris countered. “It was pretty close throughout.”
“I won one set in the first match,” Jonathan replied. “You beat the crap out of me the rest of the time.”
Chris grinned as he spoke. “So, what? Now you don’t want to play anymore?”
“You’re damned right I don’t want to play anymore,” Jonathan confirmed. “What I want is a beer.”
“Well, you’re in luck because we’ve got a fridge full,” said Chris. “Let’s go.”
As planned, Jonathan and his wife, Josée, had flown in on their new seaplane the previous afternoon, arriving minutes before Leslie had driven up with her partner, Dominique. Dave and Cathy had not been far behind the two women and the long weekend party at the Barrys had gotten underway.
Swimming and drinks by the pool had preceded a late dinner on the terrace which had been followed by a later evening of after-dinner drinks and non-stop conversation, banter and laughter. All had slept in come the morning then gathered for a sumptuous brunch with Chris, Dave and Jon manning the kitchen.
After the meal, the five women had boarded the plane and flown to nearby Magog for a few hours of strolling and shopping. Jonathan and Chris had headed for the tennis court once Dave, not a tennis aficionado, had assured them he wished to take advantage of Chris’ golf installation to practice his drives, chips and putts. Dinner was to be a variety of Italian fare which the ladies had promised to prepare upon their return.
“Want to sit outside or in?” asked Chris as they reached the terrace.
“I’d say out,” Jonathan replied, eyeing the pool. “I’m going to change so I can jump into that thing.”
“Sounds good to me,” Dave agreed.
“Sure thing,” said Chris. “Go on while I get us some beers and something to munch on.”
They headed into the house through the sliding doors to the kitchen where Chris got busy filling a few bowls with chips, pretzels and mixed nuts while Jon and Dave went off to change. As Chris was getting the beers from the refrigerator, the front doorbell rang. Setting the beers down on the counter, he made his way to the entrance foyer to see who was calling.
“You want me to get that?” Jon asked as he came down the hallway clad in swimming trunks and a t-shirt.
“I got it,” Chris replied as he reached the door a few steps ahead of Jonathan.
He opened the door to reveal a tall, good-looking man is his twenties. Of wiry build, the visitor wore a Harley Davidson tank top, blue jeans and black biker boots. Sunglasses perched atop his light brown hair which was pulled back in a ponytail.
“Mr. Barry?” the man inquired with a smile, glancing briefly at Jonathan in the background.
“Yes,” Chris replied. “How can I help you?”
Butch pulled out his S&W .357 Magnum from behind his back and aimed it directly at Chris’ face before replying. “You can start by taking a couple of steps back and hope your friend doesn’t do anything stupid or you’ll be a dead man. Move.”
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Chris asked as he stepped backward away from the door.
“I’m always sure of what I do,” Butch replied, moving forward as two other men, both armed with pistols, appeared from either side of the doorway and entered, the second one kicking the door shut behind him.
“What’s going on?” came Dave’s voice from down the hall where he had been busy in the bathroom.
“Tell him to come here,” Butch ordered, his tone low.
“We’re in the front foyer, Dave,” Chris called out. “We have company.”
“Oh, yeah? Who’s that?” asked Dave as he entered the spacious foyer. “Whoa, what the hell is going on here?”
“Get against the wall with your friend so my buddies can keep an eye on you,” Butch ordered then returned his gaze to Chris. “Anyone else here?”
“No,” Chris replied, “Just the three of us.”
“Have a look around, Rat, just in case our new friend is bullshitting me,” Butch ordered one of the others before again addressing Chris. “Where’s that cute little wife of yours? I’m really looking forward to meeting the lady up close to see if she’s as hot as she looked from far.”
“You’ve been watching us?” Chris demanded, visibly stiffening and clenching his fists.
“Don’t get excited, buddy,” Butch warned. “I just like to get a feel for who I’m dealing with.”
“That was you on the boat yesterday,” said Chris, recognizing the intruder.
“Yep, and you were mighty nice to wave at us like you did,” said Butch, his revolver still steadily trained on Chris’ face. “Now, answer my question. Where’s the wife?”
Thinking fast, Chris glanced at his watch then replied, “She should be in Los Angeles by now.”
“Los Angeles?” Butch repeated, a little surprised. “She was here just yesterday.”
“She flew out this morning,” said Chris with a head gesture toward Dave and Jonathan, “Gone for a few weeks with their wives. Girls’ vacation while the boys stay home to play some golf and drink some beer.”
Butch shrugged. “A boys’ party isn’t what I had in mind but you’ve got a nice place and, since we’re here, me and my crew will hang around for a while. Hell, we may just stick it out until your ladies come back cuz I sure would like to meet them.”
At that moment, the one named Rat returned and confirmed the house was indeed free of other occupants.
“Well, that’s good. I’d hate to think of what would happen if our friend here lied to me,” said Butch before turning back to Chris. “Are you expecting anyone else?”
Chris shook his head. “No, it’s just the three of us.”
Butch addressed Rat. “Have a couple of guys stay out front to keep an eye on things, just in case any unexpected visitors do show up. Tell the rest of the crew to join us in the kitchen cuz I think Mister Barry here was just about to offer us a beer. Lead the way, gents.”
 



Chapter 4
Saturday - 2:21 p.m.
Neither being huge fans of shopping, Sandy and Josée had let the other three go on with their browsing after an hour, agreeing to meet at three-thirty at the Merry Club Marina where they had docked the plane.
“I really love these smaller towns,” said Josée as they strolled in the park along Magog Bay. “They’re so much more relaxing than the hustle and bustle of the city.”
“Chris and I have never regretted moving to Knowlton,” Sandy replied. “Montreal’s not that far away when we need it and there’s nothing like trotting across your yard to dive into the lake or hitting the slopes minutes after you leave home.”
“We’re actually thinking of getting a place down here,” Josée admitted. “Our visits with you guys have spoiled us and Jon dreams of coasting up to our dock now that we have this plane.”
“Josée, that would be wonderful,” Sandy exclaimed. “How serious are you about this?”
Josée smiled as she replied, “Serious enough that Jonathan is planning to pick your husband’s brain over the weekend about the local real estate market, recommended locations, reliable developers and agents in the area, that kind of thing.”
“Oh, Chris will have tons of information to share with you two,” said Sandy. “And as far as an agent goes, Linda Shapiro was marvelous. She found us the lot we built on and the perfect location for my gallery, neither of which were even listed for sale at the time. She really has her ear to the ground for real estate in the Townships and she’s great to deal with.”
Josée nodded in approval. “Sounds like we may have already found an agent.”
“You’ll love her,” Sandy replied then paused. “You know what? Now that I think about it, Linda has an office right here in Magog. We have over an hour before we meet up with the girls. Do you want to go check it out?”
“Will it be open?” asked Josée with interest. “It’s Saturday.”
“No doubt about it,” said Sandy. “Linda’s agency also manages property rentals. I can call Chris for the address if you want to have a first look at what the market has to offer.”
“That sounds like fun,” Josée agreed. “Let’s do it.”
Sandy pulled out her phone and called their home number but frowned after a moment as she cut the connection.
“That’s strange,” she said. “There’s no answer.”
“They must be outside,” Josée replied. “They were talking about tennis when we left and you know how they love to get out on the lake.”
“But voicemail should have picked up,” Sandy explained. “It just kept on ringing. There must be a problem with the landline. I’ll try Chris’ mobile.”
* * * *
“Hey, guys,” Butch announced as they entered the kitchen. “This is Mister Barry, our host, and two of his friends. I’m sorry to tell ya, their ladies are off on vacation but I figured, since we’re here, we’ll hang out for a bit, make the best of it and try to have some fun.”
Chris gazed at the assortment of hoodlums occupying his kitchen and counted ten in addition to their leader, bringing their total to thirteen if two were in fact keeping an eye on things outside. He was certain both Jonathan and Dave had just performed the same headcount.
“Now, since we’ll be spending some time together,” said Butch, addressing his three captives, “I think we should introduce each other more proper-like and then I’ll explain how things work. I’m Butch and this is my crew. I’m not gonna call you Mister forever so, what’s your names?”
“Chris.”
“Dave.”
“Jonathan.”
“Okay, Chris, Dave and Jonathan,” Butch continued, “Now we know each other. The way things work is simple. You do what we tell you to do, you don’t try anything stupid and we’ll go easy on you. Let’s start with phones. Give me yours.”
Chris removed the phone case clipped to his belt and set it on the kitchen island while Dave and Jonathan, both in swimming trunks, remained motionless.
“What about you two?” Butch demanded.
“I don’t have it on me,” Jon replied.
Butch smiled at him and nodded to one of his crew, a big, bulky ox of a man standing behind Jonathan. The man smiled back then punched Jonathan in the kidney. Jonathan grunted in pain as his knees somewhat buckled but, to their captors’ surprise, he remained standing.
“Are you losing your touch, Ape?” Butch asked with a smirk before gazing back at Jonathan. “I’m impressed, Jon. Most guys pass out when Ape hits them. You’re pretty solid for an old guy. Now, let’s try that again. Where is your phone?”
“On the nightstand in the second bedroom to the right,” Jonathan rasped.
“Smart man,” said Butch then looked at Dave, “And yours?”
Dave pointed. “On the counter behind you.”
“You see how it’s better to cooperate with us?” said Butch, retrieving Dave’s phone and placing it next to Chris’, “And now that I have your phones, I won’t have to worry about any of you sneaking off a call for help. If you did, that would screw up my weekend and then you’d get hurt. I’ll let you in on something else. Don’t bother thinking about the landline cuz we cut that when we got here.”
At that moment, Chris’ phone began vibrating on the granite top where it lay.
Butch picked it up, glanced at the screen and asked, “Who’s Sandy?”
“My wife,” Chris replied.
“Quiet, everyone,” Butch ordered as he stared at Chris. “You answer on speakerphone and all is fine. Fuck up and you’re dead. Got it?”
Chris nodded then took the phone and opened the line. “Hi, Sandra. You girls made it to Los Angeles without any problems?”
A couple of seconds of silence ensued before Sandy replied. “Yes, the flight was fine and on time. How’s everything back home? I tried calling on the landline but got no answer.”
“Must be a problem with the line because the phone didn’t ring,” said Chris. “I’ll look into it. I can’t stay on too long because Dave’s waiting for me on the tennis court for a few sets.”
“No problem, sweetheart,” Sandy replied. “The shuttle is just pulling up so I’ll have to get going too.”
“You and the girls have a great time over there, sweetie, and take lots of videos,” said Chris. “Keep me posted on how the trip’s going and I’ll pick you up at the airport on the thirteenth.”
“Sounds good, honey,” said Sandy. “You go crush Dave on the court. Love you.”
“Love you too,” Chris replied before cutting the connection and gazing at Butch. “I trust that was okay?”
“You did good, Chris,” Butch replied. “I think you and me will get along just fine. Now, how about you getting me and my crew them beers you offered. It’s party time.”
* * * *
“What was that all about?” asked a puzzled Josée. “What shuttle?”
“Something’s wrong,” Sandy announced with a dazed expression. “To start, Chris called me Sandra. He’s never called me Sandra in my life. Nobody has. Then he asked if we made it to Los Angeles okay and said he was going to play tennis with Dave. Dave hates tennis. He then told me to take a lot of videos and said he’d pick me up at the airport on the thirteenth.”
“What the hell?” said Josée with concern. “Why didn’t you ask him what he was talking about? Are you sure he wasn’t just joking since we used the plane?”
Sandy shook her head. “I’ve been with Chris long enough to know when he’s joking. He was trying to tell me something, like in code, as if someone was there monitoring what he was saying.”
“As if he’d been kidnapped or something?” Josée suggested as she reached into her purse. “Maybe I should call Jon.”
“Don’t,” said Sandy. “Whatever it is, I doubt that only Chris is in trouble. If he was, Jon or Dave would have contacted us.”
“You’ve got a point,” Josée replied. “Call the girls and tell them to get back to the plane. We have to get back there and see what’s going on.”
 



Chapter 5
Saturday - 3:02 p.m.
“Look, there are a couple of guys on the dock by the Sea-Doos,” exclaimed Sandy in dismay as they approached the property from a couple of hundred feet up above the lake. “They look like damned bikers and they’re certainly not Chris’ friends. They’ve invaded our home.”
“Don’t worry, Sandy,” said Leslie. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”
“Should I get us down closer?” asked Josée.
“No, we can see well enough from this height,” Leslie replied, “And we don’t want to attract their attention or give the impression we’re scoping out the place.”
“Alright,” Josée agreed. “I’ll veer off some to the right so we can get a view from the south side then double back to see from the north. We’ll catch the front and back both ways.”
“Do it,” said Leslie. “Keep your eyes open, ladies.”
As they moved closer, they noted two more men seated at the patio table and one in the pool. The tennis court and golfing area were deserted but as the front of the lot came into view, another two men were spotted by the garage with its doors all open, beer bottles in hand as they examined the cars and recreational vehicles parked within. A passenger van and a large SUV, both unfamiliar, were parked on the lawn near the garage and a motorcycle could be seen on the walkway near the main entrance to the house.
A minute or so past the property, Josée looped back north then west and the Barry home soon came back into view from the opposite side though their second pass revealed no further information.
“Who are those bastards?” Sandy muttered as she stared down at her home.
“And where are our husbands?” added Cathy, the anger and fear audible in her tone. “They can’t be gone. The boats and cars are still there.”
“We’re going to work this out, ladies,” said Leslie, “And let’s keep in mind that Chris, Jon and Dave all know how to handle themselves.”
“Yes, they do, Les,” replied Josée, “But from what we just saw, they’re outnumbered by more than two to one.”
“Mon Dieu!” Dominique suddenly exclaimed. “I think there are thirteen of them.”
“What makes you think that?” asked Cathy.
Leslie smiled fondly at her French girlfriend then explained. “Chris told Sandy he’d pick her up at the airport on the thirteenth. He was telling her how many guys invaded the place.”
“I don’t know,” said Cathy. “It seems like a bit of a stretch from a date to a number of people who crashed the place.”
“Think about it, Cathy,” Sandy countered. “I call and Chris has been threatened if he says anything to tip me off. Saying that we’re in L.A. tells me something is wrong and tells everybody that we’re not expected back soon. He’s not really picking me up at the airport so saying the thirteenth could very well mean the number of intruders. They certainly have enough transportation parked out front for a group that size.”
“True enough,” Cathy conceded.
“It makes sense to me,” Josée agreed, “But it certainly doesn’t make me feel any better about our husbands’ situation.”
“Should we call the police?” asked Dominique.
“Of course we should,” Cathy replied.
“I disagree,” said Leslie.
“Why?” asked a puzzled Dominique.
“If we call the police, they’ll come in with a SWAT team,” Leslie explained, “And the whole thing will likely turn into a standoff and shootout with Chris, Jon and Dave inside as hostages.”
“I’m with Leslie,” said Sandy.
“Same goes for me,” said Josée. “Our guys are likely to end up dead if the police storm the place.”
“You’ve got a point,” Cathy admitted, “But what’s the alternative?”
“I deal with assholes like these guys for a living,” Leslie replied.
“Oh, come on, Les,” said Josée. “You can’t expect us to let you go in against more than dozen men by yourself. That’s ridiculous.”
“Who said she’d go in by herself?” asked Sandy.
“What are you suggesting, Sandy?” urged Cathy.
“I’ve been with Chris long enough to have learned a few things, not to mention the self-defense training I’ve been doing for years,” Sandy replied, “And my father taught me how to shoot a gun before I was ten. I had no qualms with shooting at my dad’s killers when I was sixteen. Now, our husbands are in there, in danger, and I plan to do whatever is needed to get them out.”
“All this scares me to death but I’m also angry and revolted that animals like this think they can terrorize others,” said Josée, her voice tremulous. “Jon’s shown me the ropes and I’m in great shape. Count me in.”
Cathy let out a deep breath and said, “With a husband who’s been a cop for twenty-five years and all the time I’ve spent at the shooting range, I can do my share.”
“I don’t have the knowledge or expertise you all have,” said Dominique, “But Leslie’s been showing me how to look after myself and I’ll certainly do anything I can to help. My sister and I might be dead if it weren’t for Jonathan and Chris.”
“We need some place where we can settle down to think this through and start planning,” said Leslie. “Any suggestions, Sandy?”
“Head to the marina,” Sandy replied, pointing south. “I know Alexandre, the owner. He’ll let us moor the plane and find us a private spot where we can sit and get our heads around this. He might even come in handy if we need anything.”
“Well, then, let’s get busy,” said Josée as she headed south.
 



Chapter 6
Saturday - 3:33 p.m.
“I have to tell you, Chris,” said Butch as he entered the dining room following a tour of the property, “You really know how to live. This is one hell of a place you’ve got here.”
The crew had moved their captives into the dining room where they had secured them to the heavy armed chairs with duct tape. A couple of them, including Ape, had been assigned to keep an eye on the three while the rest milled about, inside and out, familiarizing themselves with the Barry residence and its contents.
“I’ve done okay over the years,” Chris replied.
Butch laughed. “You’ve done better than okay, my friend. Boats, Sea-doos, fancy cars. That garage of yours is chock full of toys with your snow-mobiles and ATMs and this house is huge. How many bedrooms you got here?”
“Five,” said Chris.
“And they each have their own private bathroom,” added Butch. “What do you do for a living?”
“Management and consulting,” Chris replied. “How about you?”
“We’re into acquisitions and sales,” Butch replied, grinning at his joke. “What about you two? What do you do, Jonathan?”
“I work for the government,” Jon replied.
“Fucking paper pusher,” muttered Ape as he glared at Jonathan.
Butch chuckled and said, “You should have gone down when Ape hit you. You got on his wrong side by staying up.”
Jonathan looked at Butch and replied with a smile. “It’s not my fault the big chimp hits like a girl.”
Butch exploded with laughter as Ape jumped out of his chair in rage and headed toward Jonathan.
“Sit back down and relax,” Butch ordered good-naturedly as he waved the big man back. “I’ll make sure you get your chance along the way. We just got here so you’ll have lots of time to even the score. Let’s see how much he can piss you off before I let you have a go at him.”
Cursing under his breath, Ape went back to his seat and continued to glare at Jonathan who ignored him in return.
“And what about you, Dave?” Butch picked up from where he had left off. “What kind of fancy job do you have? Doctor? Lawyer?”
“Yeah, lawyer,” Dave replied. “Good guess.”
Butch’s easy gaze upon Dave turned into a cold stare as his smile morphed into a frown. Rising to his feet, he walked over to Dave as he pulled a wallet from his back pocket.
“Do you recognize this?” he demanded as he slapped Dave’s face with the wallet several times. “Answer me. What is this?”
“It’s a wallet,” Dave replied through clenched teeth.
“It’s your wallet, motherfucker,” Butch hissed. “It’s your wallet, along with your police ID card, Captain. You’re a fucking cop so why’d you tell me you were a damned lawyer?”
Dave shrugged. “I figured it wouldn’t go over well if I told you I was a cop.”
“You figured?” Butch sneered. “Who the hell told you to figure anything?”
“Aw, Jesus, let it go,” Jonathan growled.
“Not your business, buddy, so shut the fuck up,” Butch snarled, his eyes never leaving Dave. “What you never figured, Mister Policeman, is that you lied to me and that was a big mistake.”
His face a grimace of rage, he stepped back then kicked Dave in the chest, knocking the chair backwards and causing Dave’s head to smash against the oak floor. Jumping over the fallen chair, he dropped down and pressed a knee into Dave’s throat.
“Didn’t you pay attention when I explained the rules?” he hissed before backhanding Dave in the face. “I said that if you do anything stupid, you’re gonna get hurt. Didn’t you hear me say that before?”
Dave nodded, unable to speak with the pressure on his throat.
Butch raised his knee slightly and said, “Lying to me is stupid. Understand?”
“Got it,” Dave rasped.
“That was your first and only warning,” Butch replied as he stood. “Screw up again and you’ll see what getting hurt for real is all about.”
He turned and knuckle-rapped Jonathan on the back of the head then stormed off to the kitchen while bellowing, “Ape, get that lying bastard back up, will ya? I’m going to get me another beer.”
* * * *
“Here we go, ladies,” said Alexandre as he entered the room followed by one of his kitchen staff, both carrying trays laden with drinks, sandwiches and snacks.
“Thanks, Alex,” said Sandy, “But this really wasn’t necessary.”
“Ha,” Alexandre scoffed. “You should know by now that I look after my friends, young lady.”
Upon deciding to head to the marina, Sandy had called Alexandre to inform him of their impending arrival and asked if he could lend them some space for a while. He had been waiting on the dock to greet them and, once the plane was moored, he’d led the women to a closed dining room generally reserved for small, private parties. At his insistence, they had accepted his offer of drinks but had declined any food, stating that his providing them with an impromptu meeting room on such short notice was imposition enough. Alexandre had smiled and shrugged then left the room until his current reappearance.
“Anyhow, it’s probably a good idea to eat something,” said Leslie. “We may be having a late dinner so, thank you, Alexandre.”
“My pleasure,” Alex replied. “As I said, I’m always ready to help my friends.” He eyed the women seated around the table and added, “I must ask because you ladies seem troubled. Is there anything else I can help you with?”
“Maybe there is,” Leslie replied suddenly. “Would you have a boat we could rent?”
“Why would you need to rent a boat?” Alexandre asked. “Sandy and Chris already own a whole fleet.”
“Uh, some of the girls want to do a bit of fishing later,” Sandy quickly replied, “And I told them you had some nice bass boats.”
Alexandre gazed from one woman to the next for a moment then replied, “If you say so. I’ll have a boat gassed up and waiting whenever you’re ready to go.”
He moved to the door to leave but stopped before opening it and turned to face the table. “I’m not sure what the problem is, ladies, but I’ll mind my own business. However, if I can help you with anything, please do let me know, okay Sandy?”
“Oui, Alex,” Sandy replied. “I will. Merci beaucoup.”
He nodded and left, closing the door behind him.
“Okay, we’ve got a boat at our disposal,” Sandy announced, looking sheepish. “I hate having to lie to Alex. He’s been a great friend since we moved here and he knows something is up. He caught me off guard with his ‘boat fleet’ comment.”
“Sorry, Sandy,” said Leslie. “It just dawned on me that having a boat at our disposal could be useful but I asked that without thinking.”
“I would have done the same,” Sandy replied. “Don’t worry. I’ll patch this up with Alex later. We’ve got other things to deal with for now.”
“But do you trust him to stay clear?” asked Leslie. “I don’t want anyone trying to get involved without our knowledge and screwing something up or getting hurt.”
“Like I said, we’ve known him since we moved here,” Sandy replied. “He’s a good man and true to his word so he won’t meddle without telling me. One thing I can say is, if we do end up needing any help, I wouldn’t hesitate to turn to him or his brother, Serge, who owns the pub. They’re local boys with lots of family and friends. They have hearts of gold but are a bit rough around the edges.”
Leslie nodded. “We’ll keep that in mind then. Do you think they could help us get guns?”
“Probably,” said Sandy. “They’re both hunters, but we’d have to tell them a lot more about what’s going on.”
“I get you,” Leslie replied. “I’m just considering our options. Next, we’re going to need some place to stay, to take cover or crash while we work this out. Are there any motels, B&Bs, anyplace you can think of on your side of the lake? The closer to your place, the better though we’re probably going to have to find a car too.”
“Damn, my head’s not working right with all of this,” Sandy muttered. “Our neighbors, just north of us, are in Europe for the month. They left me their keys. I’ve been watering their plants and keeping an eye on things. We could have gone directly there if I’d thought of it. They have a dock and everything.”
“Perfect,” said Leslie. “Is your neighbor a hunter, by chance? I’m still thinking easy access to guns.”
Sandy shook her head. “Sorry. He fishes but he doesn’t hunt.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Leslie replied. “What about access to your place from your neighbor’s home? Are there any fences or walls separating the two properties?”
“Nope,” said Sandy. “Just a wooded area going from one lot to the next. It’s enough for privacy but not a problem to get through. There are even a couple of trails running through the woods.”
“We’ll want to keep our eyes open in case some of these idiots are patrolling in there,” said Cathy.
“Yes, we will,” Leslie agreed. “In fact, let’s hope they are. I’m all for eliminating a few of these bastards one at a time. We’ll likely have to go in there blind at some point to put an end to this so the smaller the crowd remaining, the better.”
“Oh, shit,” Sandy exclaimed, suddenly fumbling in her purse.
“What is it?” asked Josée.
“We’re not blind. We can see what’s going on,” said Sandy as she pulled out her phone. “We can access the security system receiver via internet. That’s what Chris meant when he mentioned videos.”
“Your husband is brilliant,” Josée murmured as they crowded around Sandy who scrolled through the menu, found the appropriate icon then entered a password.
“Here we go,” she announced, working the menu to move from one live camera to the next, the images showing some intruders in various rooms of the house but not the three captives.
“Do these feeds go to a security company?” asked Cathy.
Sandy shook her head. “That would be an open invitation to voyeurism. Only Chris and I have the access code.”
“Wouldn’t these guys see the cameras?” asked Dominique.
“No, they’re tiny things and not obvious,” Sandy replied, still scanning the cameras in search of their husbands. “Oh, look. They’re in the dining room.”
They stared at the small screen on which they could see Chris, Dave and Jon bound to their chairs. One of the intruders, a lanky man with a ponytail, was seated across from them and speaking while another large man sat off to one side, glaring at the prisoners. A third leaned against the wall beyond the dining table.
“Can we hear what they’re saying?” asked Cathy as she saw her husband talking.
Sandy replied with another shake of the head. “It’s video surveillance only. We have cameras but no mikes.”
As they watched, the man who had been speaking rose to his feet and crossed over to Dave then slapped him in the face with something a few times.
“Leave him alone,” Cathy whispered, her voice trembling.
On screen, the soundless verbal exchange they were witnessing suddenly turned physical again as Dave’s aggressor stepped back and kicked him in the chest, knocking the chair backwards to the floor.
“You bastard!” Cathy hissed as her eyes filled with tears.
Leaping over the chair, the man dropped down, kneeling on Dave’s chest or neck while he spoke. After delivering another blow and more verbal exchange, he rose to his feet and turned toward Jonathan, cuffing him on the back of the head before stomping out of the room. The large man moved over to Dave, yanked his chair back to an upright position then returned to his seat, slapping the back of Jonathan’s head in passing.
“That son of a bitch is mine,” Cathy vowed with fire in her eyes.
They continued watching the screen with lumps in their throats as they gazed at the three captives. When it became clear after a moment that, however temporarily, the action was over, Leslie spoke.
“Let’s get going. We’ve got work to do.”
 



Chapter 7
Saturday - 3:50 p.m.
While the level of rowdiness was increasing in the Barry home as the thirteen uninvited guests indulged in the available stock of beer, wine and liquor, the atmosphere in the dining room where the captives were being held remained quiet to date, barring Butch’s earlier blow-up.
Looking to provoke their captors as little as possible, Chris, Dave and Jonathan remained quiet, speaking only when spoken to and limiting their words to a bare minimum required to respond to their captors’ satisfaction.
Though Butch had suggested Ape take a break from guard duty to roam the property and have some fun, the thug had refused, preferring to sit and glare at Jonathan while imbibing a regular stream of alcoholic beverages. Since the home invasion had begun, under two hours earlier, he’d had half a dozen beers before reverting to a bottle of Appleton Estate rum he had returned with following a bathroom break.
“You think you’re hot shit, asshole?” he suddenly slurred at Jonathan.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jonathan replied.
Ape took a swig from his bottle then set it down with a thud before rising to his feet and taking a couple of unsteady steps toward Jon.
“You think you’re fuckin’ better than me?” he demanded, raising his tone.
“Just sit back down and enjoy your drink, buddy,” Jonathan replied, maintaining a neutral tone.
“Are you fuckin’ giving me orders, asshole?” Ape yelled, taking another wavering step closer.
“What the hell is going on here?” asked Butch as he swaggered in from the kitchen, attracted by the commotion.
“This asshole is pissing me off,” Ape snapped, “And I’m gonna kick his ass.”
Jonathan chuckled. “I didn’t say or do anything.”
“What’s so fuckin’ funny?” Ape demanded, his anger increasing. “You laughing at me?”
Shaking his head, Jonathan looked up at Butch and said, “I think the only way we can calm your monkey down is to let him have a go at me.”
Butch smiled and said, “You’re shitting me, right?”
Jonathan shrugged. “It’s what he wants. Now, my only question is, would this be done fairly or is he a pussy who would beat on me while I’m duct-taped to a chair?”
“Did you call me a pussy?” Ape screamed, his face turning a deep shade of scarlet as his pressure mounted.
“Calm down, Ape,” Butch ordered before turning back to Jonathan. “So you’re saying you want to fight him?”
“What I’m saying is, he wants to beat on me so we might as well get it over with because this is getting old,” Jon replied. “I’m just wondering if he’s a man or a wuss.”
Butch grinned and looked at Ape who now shook with rage as he clenched and unclenched his fists. “What do you say, Ape? Are you a man or a wuss?”
“Untie the fucker,” Ape snarled. “I’m gonna rip off his head, shove it up his ass and kick it back up to his throat.”
Butch pulled out a switchblade and turned to Jonathan. “Remember, this was your idea. It was nice knowing you, Jon.”
“No hard feelings if I hurt him, agreed?” said Jonathan.
Butch laughed as he started cutting the bindings. “You’re a riot, buddy but, yeah, whatever happens, we’ll still be friends.”
While he finished freeing Jonathan, Butch ordered Ape and Willy, another of the crew, to move the dining room table to one side, clearing the center of the room for the upcoming brawl. A handful of crew members who had been drinking and eating in the kitchen had now moved closer, looking forward to a bit of violent entertainment.
Free of his restraints, Jonathan rose to his feet, shaking his arms and legs a bit to loosen up his muscles. Though in peak physical condition, the five foot nine, fifty-eight year old appeared an unlikely danger to the six foot plus, two hundred thirty pound gorilla awaiting him. Jon’s attire of t-shirt, swimming trunks and canvas deck shoes did little to improve the image.
Ape, who was anticipating the upcoming fight with relish, had even calmed down some and stood grinning at his soon-to-be victim before him.
“Just to show you I’m not a pussy,” he said, “I’ll let you go for it first. Whenever you’re ready, ya little twat.”
Jonathan nodded. “Your fight, your rules.”
No sooner had he uttered the words that his foot lashed out, catching Ape squarely in the groin. As he doubled over, Jonathan clasped his hands behind the big man’s head and yanked him down hard to meet his rising knee. Pulling Ape’s head back up by his long, stringy hair, he repeated the motion two more times, each knee blow more vicious than the preceding one. He then twisted Ape’s head with an audible crack and shoved him away before stepping back, less than ten seconds after the fight had started.
“Holy crap,” Butch exclaimed as he stared down at the motionless body with its now deformed, blood-covered face. “Someone check him to see if he’s okay.”
“Don’t waste your time,” said Jonathan as he sat back on his chair and got in position for the inevitable duct-taping. “He’s dead.”
“You killed him?” said Butch, somewhat in a daze.
“I didn’t have any choice. It was him or me,” replied Jonathan. “You can’t with argue that, can you?”
Butch thought for a moment then nodded. “You’ve got a point. I guess he was losing his touch after all.”
Jonathan gazed at the handful of crew members watching on expectantly and added, “So, we’re good, right?”
“Yeah, right. No hard feelings,” Butch replied then looked toward his men. “Willy, tape my friend back up here. He’s a dangerous bastard. Nose and Razor, get Ape outta here. Dumb fuck ain’t no use to me anymore.”
 



Chapter 8
Saturday - 3:57 p.m.
Assigned to keep an eye on their captives since they had arrived, Willy was relieved when Butch told him to go and have some fun while he kept their hosts company. After grabbing another beer in the kitchen, he headed out on the terrace where a couple of his associates were grilling burgers while a few others were messing around in the pool.
Fond of water sports, he peered toward the dock and was pleased to see that both Sea-Doos were moored. He had jet-skied on a few occasions in the past and just loved the feeling of rushing over the water on the compact crafts. Clad in cut-off jeans, he kicked of his running shoes and stripped off his t-shirt then hurried down to the dock.
The key was already in the ignition of the closest Sea-Doo when he reached the dock and he had the engine running and was casting off in seconds, tossing his empty beer bottle over his shoulder into the lake behind him as he roared away.
* * * *
“So, how are you gents doing?” Butch asked as he pulled up a chair in front of his captives.
“This isn’t quite the day we had planned,” Chris replied, “But we’re taking things in stride.”
“Yeah, I guess we kinda screwed up your schedule and stuff,” replied Butch, almost apologetically, “But my guys work hard for me all year and I owe it to them to have a great summer vacation.”
“Did you ever consider taking them to Disneyland?” asked Jonathan, “Or maybe just a water-park or a movie?”
Butch laughed and replied, “I like you Jon. We come in here and tie you up then you almost get killed by Ape and you still have a sense of humor.”
“Yeah, Jon’s a riot,” said Chris. “You should hear him when he’s not being held prisoner.”
“Don’t sell yourself short, Chris,” Butch replied. “I’ve got a feeling you’re pretty funny too. I’m not sure about Dave here though. He’s pretty quiet and looks dead serious. Everything okay, buddy?”
“I’m fine, thanks,” Dave replied.
“I’m thinking you’re pissed off at me for slugging you before,” said Butch, “And I’m sorry about that. I have a bit of a short fuse and expect people to play straight with me. I’ve gotta be tough to keep these guys in line. I’m sure you understand that.”
“I can imagine they’re a handful,” replied Dave.
“Oh, they’re rowdy bastards alright,” Butch agreed. “Being a cop, I’m sure they’re just the type you like to take into a back room and beat the crap out of.”
“That’s not the kind of cop I am,” Dave disagreed.
“What do you mean?” asked Butch. “You’re not the kind of cop that deals with low-lives like me and the boys? Only fancy white collar criminals are good enough for you?”
Dave gazed at Butch as he replied. “I deal with scum everyday but I play by the rules. I don’t beat on anybody, even if most of them deserve it.”
“Holy shit,” Butch exclaimed. “I’ll have to write this down somewhere so I don’t forget. Today’s the day I finally met an honest cop. I’ll just hope that if I get arrested at some point, it’s by you.”
“I’m hoping along with you,” Dave replied, smiling slightly for the first time.
A loud crash of breaking glass interrupted their conversation, likely coming for the living room and the first indication of destruction since the invasion had begun.
“Ah, Jesus,” said Chris. “Do your guys really have to start breaking things?”
Butch shrugged as he rose to his feet. “I’ll admit that they’re clumsy sometimes, Chris, but I can’t put the whole blame on them. A piece of ass or two usually does the trick to keep them occupied but since your ladies ain’t around to amuse them, they’re roaming around your place looking for something to do. Must be that one of them tripped and fell or bumped into something. You know, like an accident.”
He sauntered across the dining room and stopped by a glass door buffet displaying china in the bottom section and a variety of glassware up above.
“Anyhow, Chris,” he continued, “A smart guy like you with all this expensive stuff must have insurance, right? After all, you never know when an accident like the one we just heard could happen.”
That said, he reached with both hands behind the buffet’s upper section and slid one side of it forward an inch or two.
“You see, Chris?” he said over his shoulder. “This top part ain’t attached to the bottom part so that’s risky. Someone could accidentally bump into it and knock the whole thing over.”
“Don’t do that, Butch,” Chris replied.
Butch grinned. “Well, I wouldn’t do it on purpose. Pay attention. I’m talking about accidents.”
He proceeded to pull the upper section of the buffet forward, not stopping until gravity took over, sending the piece of furniture toppling to the hardwood floor with a crashing of wood and smashing of glass.
“Oops,” he said as he gazed at Chris. “You see what I mean about accidents?”
When Chris remained silent, Butch opened a door to the bottom section of the buffet and pulled out a stack of dinner plates.
“Nice dishes,” he said before letting them drop to the floor. “Damned butter fingers is what I got today, just like my crew. I’ll tell you what. I’ll get the word around that they should be more careful.”
He headed toward the kitchen and saw one of his men looking in the refrigerator.
“Hey, Shades,” he called.
“Wassup?” asked the well built black man, peering over his ever-present sunglasses.
“Chris here wants us to be careful to not break anything.” Butch explained, “And I told him I’d tell you guys but I warned him we were a clumsy bunch.”
“Got it, boss,” Shades replied, giving Butch a thumbs-up.
He then pulled a large jar of pickles out of the refrigerator and tossed it over his shoulder. The jar sailed through the air, crashing onto the granite top of the kitchen island where it shattered, sending pickles, broken glass and brine across the floor.
“Sorry,” Shades said with a shrug before heading toward the open door to the terrace beyond, knocking a couple of empty beer bottles off the countertop to the floor on his way.
Butch shook his head in mock despair and said, “Like I told you, clumsy as hell.”
He returned to his chair and smiled at his three captives but rose again after a moment when they remained silent.
“Well, boys, if you don’t feel like chatting no more,” he said, motioning another of his cronies in the kitchen over for guard duty, “I’ll go take a stroll around and see what’s going on, you know, to make sure my crew is being careful with your stuff, but I’ll be back to hang out some more. I like you guys cuz you know how to take your lumps like men, not like that pecker-head last week in Brighton. Damned old bastard, moaning and crying the whole time we visited, practically ruined the party.”
Dave’s face darkened. “You were in Brighton last week?”
“Yeah,” Butch replied. “What of it?”
Dave shook his head, forcing a smile as he replied. “Nothing important. I used to have some friends who lived there but I haven’t been for a while. Nice little town.”
Butch shrugged. “Yeah, whatever. Catch you later, gents.”
* * * *
Upon leaving the marina, the women had decided that Sandy and Cathy would take the boat across the lake while Leslie and Dominique accompanied Josée for the flight back. As agreed, they would do another flyover of the Barry residence to gather any further information before landing and docking at the neighbor’s property.
As they approached the Barry home, Josée noticed one of the invaders as he boarded one of the Sea-Doos, fired the craft up and sped away from the dock, tossing a beer bottle in his wake. Clenching her teeth in anger, she flew on, her rage increasing as she noted a handful more men in and around the pool, the terrace now littered with bottles, broken glass and other debris.
“Savages,” she growled.
“Tell me about it,” Leslie replied in frustration as she watched another ruffian driving golf balls into the lake.
“Oh, chérie!” Dominique wailed as she looked down into the front yard. “Your car!”
Near the garage, two more of the men were in the process of ransacking and vandalizing Dave and Leslie’s automobiles. The vehicles’ doors were open, their contents strewn about the lawn and as the women looked on, one of them raised a crowbar and swung it down, smashing the windshield of Leslie’s Audi TT.
“It’s okay, baby,” Leslie replied. “It’s just a car. I can get it fixed or replace it. All I care about right now is getting our guys out of there safely.”
“And making these bastards pay,” Josée managed to say before choking back a sob.
Fighting to keep her emotions under control, she turned northward, flying over land for a couple of minutes before circling back over the lake to head south, her intent being to land close to the shoreline and out of view of the Barry property.
The neighbor’s lot was set in a cove and as Josée began her descent, she spotted the Sea-Doo and its occupant, slowly cruising in the cove’s center, visible only from the shoreline within the cove. Quickly scanning the lake, she saw only empty water nearby with no watercraft anywhere in the vicinity.
Deciding by reflex more so than conscious thought, she veered toward the cove.
“Do it,” was all Leslie said as the plane began its rapid descent directly toward the Sea-Doo.
* * * *
Willy glided along slowly across the cove, his eyes peeled on the property to his right. Though not as grand as the one they had invaded next door, he had no doubt this place could also be worthy of looting, particularly since nothing indicated that it was currently occupied. Suddenly becoming aware of the increasing volume of the drone of an engine, he turned his head toward the lake; and froze. A seaplane was coming down fast and heading directly at him.
Cranking up the throttle, the Sea-Doo reacted instantly and jumped forward but, to Willy’s dismay, the plane turned and kept him in its sights. Panic setting in, he veered sharply to his right and headed straight toward shore as the plane approached from behind. With a little luck, he could make it to the private beach ahead and force the maniac back in the air to avoid flying into the trees beyond.
The sound of the plane’s engine became deafening as Willy raced across the water in fear. The beach was close now, fifteen yards, ten, five…
Willy’s entire body exploded in a massive flash of pain as the plane’s right pontoon hit him dead on in the middle of his back, shattering his spine and pulverizing his heart and lungs. The plane’s velocity kept his body suspended for a couple of seconds while the Sea-Doo hit the beach and flipped end over end before coming to rest upright some thirty feet from the shore.
As the plane began a steep ascent to clear the large copse of mature trees ahead, Willy’s body tumbled to the ground, landing in a jumbled heap. The plane rose higher, its pontoons grazing the topmost branches of a tall oak, and began to circle for its second landing attempt.
 



Chapter 9
Saturday - 4:32 p.m.
Of all the pleasures of life available to mankind, the two which topped Nose’s list were cocaine, one source of his nickname, and the ladies. The coke was rarely a problem as he generally always had a personal stash with him for when the desire arose, made rather easy since he oversaw coke distribution for the crew. Female companionship, however, was more difficult to come by because, though not an ugly man by any means, he wasn’t particularly attractive either, mainly because of his rather large, bulbous nose; the other source of his nickname.
He had therefore been rather disappointed upon learning that the particular home chosen for their weekend extravaganza was occupied by three middle-aged men without a female in sight. He had hoped Butch would decide to tie the guys up and move on to somewhere else but there had been no indication so far that they would be leaving any time soon.
After he and Razor had completed the strenuous task of getting Ape’s body from the dining room to the laundry room at the opposite end of the house, Nose had had enough of the boys’ party and gone off in search of solitude. Armed with a bottle of Glenlivet, he had headed to the dock and settled in the owner’s catamaran, soaking in the sun, snorting the occasional line and sipping from his bottle. From where he laid, he had been well positioned to see a bass boat coast by, clearly heading toward shore, most likely to the neighboring property.
This, in itself, would have been a non-event for Nose with the exception that the boat’s occupants had been two rather attractive women. Though they had appeared to be in their late forties, perhaps a bit older, they had seemed to be in fine shape and, for Nose, a lady was a lady.
Since the moment they had cruised by a little earlier, Nose had been able to think of nothing else and could not stop the continuous tingling in his groin. Making his decision, he grabbed his running shoes and t-shirt then left the boat and casually sauntered along the property’s beach until he was out of sight of the others on the terrace. Butch would not approve of his plan to go off searching for the women without prior consultation and a few of his associates just might mention his wandering off if they saw him. Subtle backstabbing and ratting out others were common activities among the crew as each did whatever possible to earn points with Butch.
He stopped for a moment at the end of the beach to put on his shoes and shirt then forged ahead through the wooded area before him toward the neighboring property, remaining alert for signs of anyone around him. Following four or five minutes of cautious trekking, he noted a thinning of the trees ahead. Slowing his pace, he continued forward, pulling his Taurus Slim 9mm pistol from a pocket of his baggy jeans as he went.
* * * *
“Damn, this thing is heavy,” said Cathy as they gave the Sea-Doo one last push, bringing it along the side wall of the neighbor’s home.
“Good thing there were five of us,” Leslie agreed. “But we just couldn’t leave it in plain sight. Any one of those idiots comes cruising along and they’d spot it immediately. It’s still pretty noticeable here. I’d rather we cover it if we can.”
“I’ll go see what I can find in the shed,” offered Sandy. “Everyone covers their firewood in the winter. There must be some tarps in there.”
As Sandy hurried off, Josée stated the obvious. “We’ll need to hide the body too.”
“Too conspicuous?” Leslie asked to lighten the mood. “Yeah, I’d rather get him in a tarp too before we move him.”
Sandy emerged from the shed and jogged the short distance back, carrying several blue polyethylene tarpaulins and a coil of nylon rope.
“Got what we need,” she said. “We’ll want to have a better look in that shed. There’s a bunch of tools and stuff which might be useful until we find some real weapons.”
“We’ll check it out,” Leslie replied. “You and Cathy cover up the Sea-Doo. The three of us will stash that body somewhere.”
“There’s a cold room in the basement at the front of the house,” said Sandy. “The stairs are at the end of the hallway past the sunroom. Probably better inside than out where animals might get to it.”
“Makes sense,” said Leslie as she turned to Dominique and Josée. “Come on, ladies. Let’s take in the trash.”
* * * *
As Nose approached the clearing, a house came into view and he could hear voices, likely female, though he couldn’t distinguish what they were saying. Creeping forward, he took cover behind some bushes and as he peered through the branches, he spotted two women, the same two he had seen cruise by on the boat. They were busy at the side of the house, covering some big and bulky object with a large tarpaulin.
Scanning the area, he saw no one else around and hoped these two lovely ladies were alone. He noticed a plane moored at the dock and grinned at the thought of going for a ride with the two women, getting it on in the air. If they were alone, it was likely that one or both were pilots and his fantasy could actually come true.
Deciding there was no time like the present, he stepped into the clearing and moved toward them across the lawn, approaching quickly but soundlessly from behind as they concentrated on their task.
“Good afternoon, ladies,” he said, his smile and friendly demeanour in contradiction with the pistol he held trained on them.
Startled, both women spun around and stared back at him in shock for a moment before one spoke.
“What the hell is this?” Sandy demanded. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
“Well, well,” Nose replied, his confidence fuelled by cocaine, single malt scotch and his gun. “Aren’t you a feisty one?”
“She’s not feisty,” Cathy snapped. “You come barging on our property pointing a gun at us. What do you expect? That we offer you a drink?”
Nose grinned. “Actually, a drink would be nice if you’re offering.”
“We’re not offering,” Cathy shot back, taking a step forward.
“Whoa, babe,” said Nose, stepping away and raising the gun. “Stay the fuck where you are.”
“What happens if she doesn’t?” Leslie asked from behind him. “Don’t move and drop the gun or I’ll hurt you real bad.”
Nose stiffened and became statue-like but held onto the gun.
“I know I spoke quickly and you’re probably slow,” said Leslie, “But I really need you to drop the gun right now if you don’t want me to hurt you.”
With his gun arm already extended, Nose suddenly spun around, ready to shoot and in the few seconds which followed, several things happened. First, Nose heard the high-pitched, whirring sound of an electric motor. As he completed his spin, he felt a severe flash of pain and saw his right forearm, from just below the elbow to the hand holding the gun, drop to the ground as blood spewed from his amputated limb. Last of all, he saw a gorgeous but clearly angry woman with flaming red hair, but he only saw her for a second before she slashed deeply into his chest with a battery-powered chainsaw and ended his life.
 



Chapter 10
Saturday - 4:49 p.m.
“Are you two sure you’re okay?” asked Leslie.
Having had to deal with not one but two bodies since their recent arrival, they now sat in the sunroom of the neighbor’s home, getting over the chainsaw incident. The exception was Dominique who was diligently pacing from room to room, spying out the windows for other unwanted visitors all while scrolling from camera to camera at the Barry residence via Josée’s iPad which she thankfully had left in the plane.
“I’m fine, Les, really,” Sandy replied, not for the first time.
“Same for me,” said Cathy. “Though I certainly was happy to see you.”
“You can thank Sandy for that,” Leslie replied. “I came back out to check the shed and saw the schmuck creeping toward you two.”
“Well then, thanks to both of you,” said Cathy. “I’m just not sure what we would have done if you hadn’t shown up when you did.”
“I heard you talking back to him,” Leslie praised. “You even started going for him.”
“Instinct, I guess,” said Cathy. “I have to admit, I’m a bit shaky now but I wasn’t at the time. Just the thought that he was one of them, with that bastard we saw beating on Dave…”
She cut off abruptly as her eyes welled up with tears.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“Don’t be, sweetie,” Sandy murmured, offering a comforting hug. “Chris and Jon are in there too. We get how you’re feeling.”
“We all get it,” said Leslie, squeezing Josée’s shoulder who sat beside her. “How about you, Jo? Are you okay with what happened?”
“You mean with the plane and the Sea-Doo?” asked Josée.
“Yes,” Leslie replied. “That took some guts.”
“Don’t worry about me,” said Josée. “I’ll crash that damned plane into the whole lot of them if I have a chance. The little bastard had it coming to him. I’m fine.”
“Looks like I have myself a team,” said Leslie, getting back to business. “Moving forward, we’re going to need some better weapons than battery-powered garden tools.”
Cathy laughed through her dwindling tears. “I’m not sure about that where you’re concerned, girl.”
“I improvised as required,” Leslie replied. “At least we now have that schmuck’s gun. Did the idiot on the Sea-Doo have anything?”
“Just a switchblade,” said Josée. “No gun.”
“Damn,” said Leslie. “One pistol isn’t enough. We don’t know if these guys are all armed or not but they most likely are and we can’t be going at them empty-handed. The good news is, I know exactly where to get whatever we need.”
“You’re thinking of Chris’ weapons vault.” Sandy stated, not asked.
Above the Barrys’ garage was a large workout and leisure room furnished with a variety of gym equipment, a pool table, Jacuzzi and sauna. Concealed behind one wall between the sauna and bathroom was a four by eight foot locked vault filled with an assortment of firearms, ammunition and other weaponry.
“Unless we reconsider asking Alex at the marina, or his brother,” said Leslie, “Do you know any place else in the area where we could get what we need on such short notice?”
“No, I don’t,” Sandy admitted, “But they have guys out front keeping an eye on things. How are we going to get in there without getting caught?”
“I really don’t think this should be a group activity. The more we are, the better the chances of someone seeing one of us,” Leslie replied. “I’m good at what I do, Sandy. There’s a back door to the garage with the stairs going up inside. You have the veranda on the second floor with the outside staircase leading up to it and another door to get in. There are windows if the doors aren’t viable entry points. Also, the last time I saw, the doors to all five bays were wide open. I’m sure I can get in there without getting caught.”
“I don’t know, Les,” said Cathy. “If we’re right about Chris meaning there were thirteen of them, there are still eleven left. I don’t like eleven to one odds.”
“Based on what I’ve seen with the cameras,” Dominique announced as she entered the sunroom, her eyes glued to the iPad, “There are ten of them left and I’m pretty sure I didn’t miss any of them. Your camera coverage of the property is excellent, Sandy.”
“It’s possible Chris had miscounted,” said Leslie, “Or that’s not what he meant when he said the thirteenth.”
Dominique shook her head. “I’m pretty sure that is what he meant. Take a look at this video and you’ll see why they’re down to ten.”
They gathered around Dominique and watched the very short clip of Jonathan taking Ape permanently out of the picture.
“Wow,” Josée uttered in awe as she stared at the frozen image of the dead man on the screen. “That was quick.”
“Your husband is very efficient,” said Leslie.
“I was aware of that,” Josée replied, her pride apparent. “I’ve seen him train but, wow.”
“So, good, we’re down to ten,” said Cathy, “But I still don’t like those odds.”
Leslie grinned. “Those odds just improved by almost ten percent. This will be a piece of cake.”
“As much as I hate to say so, I have to agree with Leslie on this,” said Josée. “We can’t all go in there and she’s the only one with actual experience in this kind of thing. I certainly have no doubt that she can handle herself if she runs into one, even a couple of these guys. What we should concentrate on now is figuring out the best way the rest of us can back her up.”
“I guess you’re right,” Sandy conceded.
Cathy sighed and looked at Leslie. “Okay, majority rules but you better be careful, girl.”
“I will,” Leslie promised. “I always am. Now, let’s get this lined up.”
“I know I’m jumping ahead here,” Josée interrupted, “But even if you can get in without being seen, how do you plan to get out of there loaded up with a bunch of weapons?”
“That, my dear,” Leslie replied with a smile, “Will be the easiest part of it all.”
* * * *
“Who owns that nice little Audi roadster out front?” asked Butch as he strolled into the dining room, hands clasped behind his back, a smirk on his face.
“It’s my wife’s,” Chris quickly answered before Jon or Dave claimed ownership of Leslie’s car.
“Well, give her this when you see her,” said Butch as he tossed the TT’s rear view mirror at Chris, hitting him in the chest with it before it tumbled to the floor, the glass shattering.
“Oops. Sorry,” said Butch then continued. “How about the Nissan Armada? Whose is that?”
“That’s mine,” Dave replied, shaking his head. The sounds emanating from the car demolishing activities out front had not gone unnoticed, even from their centrally located dining room prison.
“Love that colour,” said Butch. “What fancy name do they call it?”
“I think it’s graphite blue,” Dave muttered.
“Well, remember that name, Dave,” said Butch. “One of my guys had a bit of an accident out there. He found a sledgehammer in the garage and sorta nicked your truck with it a couple of times. If you decide to get it touched up, you’ll wanna be sure to get the right colour. I’d suggest a full paint job myself but, hey, ain’t my car so, it’s up to you.”
He turned to Jon and asked, “Where’s your ride, buddy?”
“The girls took my car to get to the airport,” Jon replied. “I’ll be going back with Dave.”
“Hmm, I don’t know about that,” said Butch. “Not sure that thing is gonna get you very far but Chris has all kinds of fancy rides out there in his five car garage and my guys haven’t messed with them, at least so far. Maybe you can work something out with him to get yourself home when the time comes, right Chris? You’ll help your buddies out, won’t you?”
“Sure thing, Butch,” Chris replied. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll deal with things when the time comes and work something out.”
Butch stood before them, smiling for a moment before his expression grew serious.
“I’m starting to wonder about you guys,” he said, a hint of frustration in his tone. “Something’s not right with you.”
“What’s wrong with us, Butch?” asked Chris as he, Jon and Dave gazed evenly at the crew leader.
“I don’t know,” said Butch, seeming to search for the answer. “You don’t react to nothing, at least not like I’ve seen other folks react at other places we’ve been to.”
“How are we supposed to react, Butch?” Chris asked. “Is there something we’re supposed to do while you’ve got us trussed up here? Maybe keep you up to date on current events?”
“We could always sing for him,” Jonathan suggested. “I’d dance but, you know, with the tape and all.”
“Please don’t.” Dave interjected. “I’ve heard you guys sing.”
“He’s got a point,” said Chris. “Maybe we could tell some jokes. He did say he thought we were funny earlier.”
“Are you fuckers jerking me around?” Butch demanded, his face paling with anger.
“Of course not, Butch,” Chris replied. “We’re just trying to right the wrong you sense within us.”
“Boss, I think they’re jerking you around,” said Dibs from where he sprawled on a loveseat to one side, bored with his assignment of guard duty. “Damned lack of respect if you ask me.”
“Lack of respect, eh?” said Butch, eyeing Dibs, one of his more senior side-kicks, warily. “Come over here, Dibs.”
“Sure thing, Butch,” Dibs replied, rising from the loveseat and sauntering over. “What’s up?”
Butch gestured toward the three prisoners. “So you’re saying you think these guys don’t respect me?”
Dibs shrugged and grinned. “Seems to me they were they were being downright, what’s the word? Sarcastic, that’s it. They were just plain mocking you, Butch.”
“Now, why the hell would they be mocking me?” Butch asked, gazing at the captives. “Ain’t I been treating them good enough?”
“Well, Butch, if I can say something,” said Dibs, pursuing the increasingly obvious charade. “We’ve been helping ourselves to whatever we want but didn’t give them nothing to eat or drink since we got here. Maybe that’s got ‘em pissed off.”
“Holy shit,” Butch exclaimed. “You’re right. No wonder they don’t respect me. We gotta fix this now. Go get these guys some food and something to drink.”
“We’re fine,” Chris interjected as Dibs left for the kitchen. “We don’t want anything.”
“Shut the fuck up, buddy,” Butch said in a pleasant tone. “I’m trying to earn your respect here.”
Dibs, who had called in a few others from outside, returned with them shortly, their arms laden with various wares gathered from the kitchen which they dumped on the table.
“Razor, open up a bottle of wine for our friends here,” ordered Butch.
“No problem,” Razor agreed, picking up a bottle with both hands and smashing the neck off on the edge of the table. “Shall I pour?”
“Please do,” Butch replied. “Serve our host first.”
The shaved-head young man ambled over and suddenly thrust the bottle toward Chris, spattering his face and chest.
“I do hope you like red,” he said before pouring half the bottle on Jonathan’s head.
He moved on to Dave and emptied what was left onto his crotch before stepping aside and heaving the broken bottle against the wall across the room.
“Ya think they’d like some Cole slaw?” another asked, the container already opened in his hand.
“I’m sure they would, Lefty,” Butch replied.
“Here you go, guys,” said Lefty, flinging a handful of slaw at each of the three bound men.
“Fingers, would you serve the eggs?” Butch asked.
“I’m on it,” Fingers replied, scooping up a carton of eggs and flipping it open. “Aw, crap. There’s only seven.”
Butch sighed. “That’ll just have to do but make sure you give three to my friend, the captain.”
Taking an egg in the palm of his hand, Fingers stepped behind Dave and pressed the egg against the captain’s tightly clamped lips while pushing at the back of his head with the other hand.
“Open up,” he said before increasing the pressure, crushing the egg in Dave’s face.
After smashing two more eggs on Dave’s head and vigorously rubbing the mess into his hair, he moved on to repeat the exercise with both Jon and Chris. Following behind him were two other crew members, the condiment team, one armed with squeeze bottles of ketchup and mustard and the other with a large jar of mayonnaise. However, mere minutes after the food frenzy had started, Butch seemed to grow bored and annoyed.
“Okay, guys,” he announced. “We’re done with the feeding cuz I don’t want to spoil them. Go find something else to do and try not to break anything. Me and Dibs gotta have a chat with these jokers.”
As quickly as the men had appeared when summoned, they were gone, heading back outside in search of some distraction or more targets for destruction.
Leaning against the dining room table, Butch lit a cigarette and watched his prisoners as he waited for the others to clear out.
“I hope you get it now. While I’m here,” he said after a moment, “I’m in charge. If you want to be smart-asses, shit like this happens.”
In response, Dave shook his head, Jonathan rolled his eyes and Chris smiled then said, “Well, we certainly feel stupid now, Butch. You showed us.”
Butch stared at Chris, attempting to determine the sincerity of the man’s words before reacting. Only seconds passed however, before Dibs broke the silence.
“You were right before, boss. There is something wrong with these guys.”
“Why don’t you tell me what you think is wrong with them,” Butch suggested.
“They ain’t scared,” said Dibs, looking the three prisoners in the eyes. “Or maybe they are, but not enough, least not enough to show it.”
“Yep, that’s what I was thinking too,” said Butch, never one to admit he had missed something. “Seems to me, they should be scared but they don’t look it.”
“It’s in the eyes, boss,” said Dibs. “We’ve seen it with others all the time but these guys don’t got that.”
Butch paused while he dropped his finished cigarette to the floor, taking his time as he lit another and pulled a long drag.
“Maybe we just been too easy on these boys,” he suggested. “Maybe we should show them why they should be scared.”
Dibs smiled and nodded. “I think we should.”
Butch took another long drag on his cigarette and knocked the ash off, exposing its burning header, over half an inch long.
“Show ‘em, Dibs,” he ordered, holding out the cigarette.
Taking it, Dibs stepped up to Chris and asked, “So, you gonna show me some fear, buddy?”
Chris responded with silence, his expression neutral as he stared into his aggressor’s eyes.
“Have it your way,” said Dibs as pressed the burning end of the cigarette onto Chris’ forearm and held it there.
When the only reaction he saw was the slightest clenching of the jaw, he pressed harder with the cigarette, crushing and scattering the burning ember on Chris’ skin. The smell of burning hair and skin forced him to glance down for a second and when he looked back up, Chris’ stare remained, his expression unchanged, his jaw quite possibly no longer even clenched.
Looking down again, Dibs realized the cigarette was out, a nickel-sized circle of blackened ash and burned flesh having replaced the red-hot ember. He dared look into Chris’ eyes once more, hoping to detect the slightest sign of fear but saw nothing.
“Want to do one on the other arm?” Chris asked, his tone soft, his gaze cold and unflinching.
Suddenly feeling nauseous as fear finally made its appearance, though within him and not the prisoner, Dibs flung the cigarette to the floor and stepped back, leaning on a nearby credenza to steady himself. Taking a deep breath then another, he looked up at Butch.
“Best advice I can give you, boss. We best keep an eye on these motherfuckers, non-stop, and make damned sure they don’t get loose. I gotta get some air. I’ll send in one of the boys to replace me.”
 



Chapter 11
Saturday - 5:24 p.m.
Though Dominique’s regular reports of events at the house, including the food hazing incident and the subsequent attempt to intimidate Chris, had served as minor distractions, the women understood that wasting any time on worrying served no purpose but to delay them further. Each minute was precious and the faster they surged ahead, the better chance they had of getting their men out unharmed.
Following a bit more negotiating, planning and fine-tuning, they had agreed that Sandy would accompany Leslie on the weapons acquisition expedition. Her role would be that of lookout once they reached their destination and, armed with their sole firearm, she would offer backup if Leslie ended up in a tight spot. In the meantime, while Dominique continued with the camera surveillance of the Barry residence, Cathy and Josée would search the neighbor’s house and property for anything which might prove useful.
After having ensured that none of the invaders were patrolling the woods separating the two properties, Leslie and Sandy had circled around to the front of the Barry lot, maintaining cover amongst the wall of conifers. From that position, they had determined that there were still two men in the vicinity of the garage, seated in the back of Dave’s SUV under the raised lift-gate, chatting as they shared a bottle of liquor. Based on Dominique’s observations, they had been there for a while and if they remained where they were, Leslie could enter the garage from the rear door and make it up the stairs while staying out of their field of vision.
“We’ve seen what we need here. We’ll head back the way we came behind the garage,” Leslie whispered as she pointed. “You’ll have a clear view of those two bozos from those trees and you’ll be well positioned to head back once we’re done.”
Sandy nodded and they slowly returned, retracing their steps, careful not to make any sound which might attract the attention of the two wayward guards. Once behind the garage, Leslie waited until Sandy was in position then confirmed the go-ahead with a nod before creeping to the rear door and disappearing inside.
* * * *
“This is damned fine scotch,” said Tops as he passed the bottle over to Olly. “This Barry dude knows how to live.”
Olly read the label. “GlenDronach. Never heard of it but yeah, it’s smooth.”
“I just wish the guy had some fine pussy to go with his fine booze,” said Tops. “I was looking to get laid. Instead, we end up in a place with three old guys.”
“Maybe they’ve got false teeth and give great blowjobs,” Olly suggested. “You can go ask them.”
“Aw, Jesus,” Tops replied, hopping off the back of the SUV. “You’re sick, man. That’s disgusting.”
Olly laughed. “I was just screwing around. I didn’t mean to get you turned on or nothing.”
“You’re the one thinking about it, not me,” replied Tops as he gazed around, his eyes settling on the windows above the garage. “Do you know what’s up there?”
“Yeah, it’s a gym,” said Olly. “Pretty damned nice too. Bunch of machines, free weights, even a hot tub. Go check it out.”
“Might as well,” Tops agreed. “I’m getting damned bored here. You coming?”
“Nah, I saw it already,” Olly replied, getting to his feet and stretching. “Anyhow, Butch wants at least one of us out here to keep an eye on things. You go. I’ll stick it out here for now.”
* * * *
Sandy watched as the smaller of the two men stood behind Dave’s SUV and looked around. Her pulse quickened as his gaze seemed to rest on the upper floor of the garage. Leslie had given her a thumbs-up a moment earlier from one of the gym’s windows and Sandy now wondered if the man had spotted her up there from below. Her worrying intensified as the man sauntered off toward the spiral staircase leading up to the veranda while the other moved out of sight in front of the garage.
Pulling her phone from her pocket, she needed only wait a few seconds more to confirm that the first man’s destination was indeed the gym on the second floor. As he started to climb the stairs, she pressed the power button to unlock her phone and her heart sank. Nothing happened, the screen remained black. Her phone was dead.
In a panic, she looked up and saw that the man had reached the veranda and was now crouched down below the window line as he crept toward the door, obviously having spotted Leslie inside. Upon reaching the entrance, he carefully peered through the window one last time then slowly turned the knob, eased the door open and slipped inside.
* * * *
“Dominique, you might want to go have a look in the shed later,” said Cathy as she entered the sunroom with a machete and an axe she had found. “There’s a bunch of fertilizers and other products which you might find useful with your chemistry background.”
Dominique looked up from the iPad and replied, “Yes, I will go see. I would love to make a bomb to blow up these monsters.”
“I hope you’ll wait until we get our guys out,” said Cathy.
Dominique smiled. “Mais oui. Did you find anything else we can use?”
“Not really,” replied Cathy. “It’s mostly gardening tools and equipment. Josée’s almost done in the garage and hasn’t found much either besides hammers and crowbars.”
“Hopefully, Leslie and Sandy will return soon with everything we need,” said Dominique as she returned her attention to the screen.
The camera she had been viewing from was set at the front of the garage under the roof overhang and offered a perfect view of Dave’s SUV where the two men had been sitting and drinking. Now, the vehicle was unoccupied, one of the men was strolling off toward the front of the lot while the other was nowhere in sight.
In a panic, she scrolled from one camera to the next, searching the grounds near the garage for the missing man. Not finding him, she moved to the camera inside the garage then to the one in the gym, and gasped.
Leslie was at the far end of the vast room, facing the wall, her back to the camera and obviously intent on what she was doing. The missing man was halfway across the room and moving in on the unsuspecting woman.
Dominique grabbed her phone and hit the direct-dial to Leslie’s but she knew it was too late.
* * * *
Because of their professional relationship, Leslie was fully aware of how to access Chris’ weapon vault and had done so in the past. Entering the bathroom, she opened the breaker box behind the door and flicked a particular switch which controlled the electronic locking mechanism.
She left the bathroom and turned to the wood paneled wall to her right on which a number of laminated photos were affixed. By pressing on the appropriate photos in a particular order, the lock would release, allowing her to slide the wall panel aside and access the vault’s contents behind it.
As she raised a hand to press on the first photo of the sequence, her phone began to vibrate in a pocket of her cargo shorts. At the same time, a voice behind her said, “Well, look what I found.”
Spinning around, she saw the smaller of the two men from outside standing half a dozen feet from her with a pistol in hand.
“Who the hell are you?” she demanded.
Glancing down at his gun, he said, “I don’t see how you’re in a position to be asking questions. Now, how about telling me who you are.”
“I’m April,” Leslie replied. “I live next door.”
“That’s a pretty name,” said Tops. “What are you doing here, April?”
“The Barrys let me use their gym,” Leslie explained. “I came over to work out. Now, what are you doing here and why do you have a gun?”
“Like I told you, I ask the questions,” Tops replied. “Now tell me, what are you really doing here?”
“Did I speak too fast?” Leslie snapped. “I’m here to work out.”
“Sorry, April, but I think you’re bullshitting,” said Tops. “You’re not dressed for a workout.”
Leslie sighed. “If you must know, I usually work out in the buff. It let’s my body breathe.”
Tops grinned as he looked her over. “Is that a fact? With that sweet body of yours, that’s something I want to see. Why don’t you strip down and start working out?”
“Uh, no,” Leslie replied. “That’s not going to happen with you here.”
Tops’ smile faded as he spoke. “You got that wrong, cutie. Get out of your clothes. Now.”
“And what if I don’t?” Leslie challenged. “Are you going to try to rip them off me? I won’t let you without a fight.”
“I can always shoot you if you don’t do what I say,” said Tops.
“That’s a better option than stripping for you,” Leslie shot back.
Tops smiled and said, “I’ve got an even better option than that.”
“Sure you do,” said Leslie. “Tell me about it.”
“No problem,” Tops replied as he pulled a phone from his pocket. “I make one quick call and in a minute, a bunch of my buddies join us. I betcha we could get you outta those clothes pretty damned quick. Ever been gang-banged, April? Here’s your chance if you wanna try or, we could just have a bit of one-on-one fun. You decide.”
Leslie glared at him for a moment then started untying the belt of her cargo shorts as she replied, “Okay, you win, but I doubt you’ll enjoy what’s going to happen.”
“Oh, I’m pretty sure I will,” said Tops just before Sandy caved in the back of his skull with a twenty pound, cast iron dumbbell.
* * * *
“We should have everything we need here,” said Leslie as she set a second large duffel bag on the floor before closing the vault. “Where is he?”
“He’s still down by the entrance from the road,” Sandy replied, referring to the other man who had been by the garage. “Nobody else is out there for now.”
“So far, so good,” said Leslie. “Let’s get these downstairs.”
They hurried down the inside staircase with the heavy duffel bags and, after making sure nobody was around, they lugged them to the rear of the garage and loaded them into the back of Chris’ SUV.
“What about him upstairs?” asked Sandy. “Should we at least hide the body somewhere?”
Leslie peered out the open garage door and noted that the other man was still in the same spot near the property entrance, almost one hundred yards away.
“I say we bring the body with us,” she replied. “If they can’t find him, they won’t know he’s dead. They might assume he simply took off in Chris’ truck. The more doubts we leave these bastards with, the better.”
They returned to the gym and dragged the body the short distance to the top of the stairs where Leslie let gravity do most of the work.
“It’s not like this is hurting him,” she commented as the body slid and bumped on its way down.
At the bottom, they picked the dead man up and soon had him loaded next to the duffel bags and covered with a tarp.
Sandy closed the rear gate and, looking out in the distance, exclaimed, “Crap, the other one’s coming.”
“We’re good,” said Leslie, gauging the distance and line of sight. “He shouldn’t notice us if we get in on your side.”
She hurried to the passenger side and opened the door just enough to squeeze in, climbing over the center console while Sandy piled in behind her.
“Let’s get out of here,” Sandy whispered.
“In a minute or two,” Leslie replied. “I want our friend to get just a little bit closer first. I’d suggest you buckle up.”
* * * *
Olly approached the garage and looked up toward the second floor windows, wondering if Tops was still up there.
‘The horny bastard is probably naked in the hot tub and jerking off,’ he thought. ‘Maybe I should go freak him out and take a pic with my phone.’
Pleased with his plan to humiliate his colleague, he strode off with purpose, heading directly for the open garage door ahead of him. As he got closer, the engine of the Lexus LX inside the bay suddenly rumbled to life and the high beams came on, bringing him to an abrupt halt.
“That you, Tops?” he called out, squinting in the sunlight but unable to make out the SUV’s occupant within the unlit garage.
The only response he received was the repeated revving of the engine from twenty-five feet away.
“Stop screwing around, Tops,” Olly warned, “Or I’ll kick your ass, you little shit.”
With a screeching of tires and the smoke of burning rubber, the powerful SUV fired out of the garage, its engine roaring as it accelerated and headed straight for Olly. Frozen in place by surprise and panic, the beefy outlaw simply stood there as the heavy vehicle smashed into his legs and torso, sending him flying into the air and crashing into the ground in the truck’s wake.
His death instantaneous, he did not witness the SUV as it veered across the lawn toward the house, demolishing the motorcycle parked on the walkway near the front door before racing back onto the driveway and away to the road beyond.
 



Chapter 12
Saturday - 5:41 p.m.
Butch stormed into the dining room and went straight at Chris, bringing his face mere inches from his captive’s.
“Who the fuck was driving your truck?” he screamed, spittle flying. “The bastard ran over my bike.”
Chris gazed back at him and replied, “I know it wasn’t me or my friends here. We’ve been kind of tied up all afternoon. You might want to check with the guys in your crew. They’ve been known to take stuff without permission.”
“Don’t get smart with me, asshole,” Butch shrieked. “My bike is totalled. Completely fucking smashed.”
“There you go,” Chris replied. “It must be one of your guys. You told me yourself they’re clumsy so they break stuff.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Butch snarled. “I don’t need to listen to your shit.”
“All I’m saying is, my car was stolen and likely damaged,” Chris continued. “Looks like we’re both having a bad day.”
Butch stood straight, swung his arm across his chest and backhanded Chris in the face, almost knocking him and the chair over.
Breathing heavily, he leaned close to Chris once more and said, “I don’t want to hear about your shit and I don’t need your advice. Now, shut the fuck up or I’m gonna hurt you real bad.”
He stepped back and rubbed his face in frustration before turning and yelling, “I want everyone in here, now!”
Like a caged tiger, he paced back and forth with impatience as he waited, swearing under his breath, kicking a chair over and smashing a jar of relish still on the table against the wall in a burst of rage. After a couple of minutes, having regained a modicum of composure, he stopped and turned toward the group which had assembled at the entrance to the kitchen.
“I said everybody,” he snarled as he scanned his crew. “Where’s Willy? And Tops?”
“Nose ain’t here either,” said Shades.
“So, where the hell is he?” Butch demanded.
Shades shrugged. “Don’t know. He just ain’t here is all.”
Rat cleared his throat. “Uh, last time I saw Willy was probably almost two hours ago. He was taking one of the Sea-Doos for a spin.”
“Is the Sea-Doo back?” asked Butch.
“I’ll go check,” Rat replied and hurried off.
“What about Tops?” Butch repeated. “Where the hell did he go?”
“He was out front with Olly by the garage for a while,” said Dibs. “Then I saw Olly walking across out front toward the tennis court but I don’t know where Tops went.”
“Did you look for him?” Butch snapped. “He can’t just have disappeared, damn it.”
“Yeah, I did look for him,” Dibs replied. “After the Lexus took off, I checked out the garage and the gym upstairs but he wasn’t there.”
“My fucking bike is finished,” Butch growled. “Whoever ran it down is dead.”
“Can I say something?” Chris called out.
Butch turned and glared at Chris. “What part of shut up don’t you understand? You gonna whine about your damned car again?”
Chris shook his head. “No. You’ve made it clear you don’t want to hear about that. I’m just trying to help you here.”
“Alright, what do you have to say?” Butch scoffed, his tone mocking. “I’m all ears.”
“I’m just guessing here,” Chris replied, “But did Tops have any gripes with you?”
“Like what?” Butch demanded, eyeing Chris suspiciously. “What kind of gripes?”
“I don’t know,” Chris continued. “You told us these guys work for you. Maybe he thought you weren’t paying him enough or something. Maybe you pissed him off somehow.”
Dibs cleared his throat and spoke up. “Uh, there was one time when Tops told me he thought your cut was pretty deep, Butch.”
Butch’s face darkened as he turned toward Dibs. “He was bitching about me and you never bothered to tell me about it?”
“H-he wasn’t bitching, Butch,” Dibs replied hastily. “It was just a quick comment he made and I backed you up. I pointed out that he had a great place to stay and I explained all the shit you do to keep us organized.”
“Little whining bastard,” Butch muttered. “When was this? When was the son of a bitch ranting about me?”
“It was a while ago,” said Dibs. “But he wasn’t ranting and it was only once. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. It was nothing, Butch, so don’t worry about it.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Butch mimicked. “It’s not your bike the little bastard destroyed when he stole that fucking truck.”
“And don’t forget he also killed Olly,” Dibs reminded him.
Butch shrugged and nodded absently. “Uh, yeah, there’s that too.”
“The Sea-Doo isn’t there,” Rat announced as he returned, “So I guess Willy didn’t come back after all.”
Butch shook his head in disgust. “Did anyone try calling them on their phones?”
A muttering of negative responses emanated from the crew.
“Damn it, how useless are you guys?” Butch bellowed then pointed to three members of the gang in succession. “Call Willy, Nose and Tops, now.”
He paced back and forth with impatience, waiting until one then the second and third shook their heads as they cut the phone connections.
“Where the hell are they?” Butch hissed in frustration.
Jonathan suddenly laughed from where he sat, getting everyone’s attention.
“What so damned funny?” Butch demanded.
“If you really want to know, here’s how I see it,” Jon replied. “To start, one of your guys goes off with a twenty thousand dollar Sea-Doo and never comes back. Then another one drives away in a ninety thousand dollar truck and disappears. You even have a third guy missing who’s probably in on this. Say they meet somewhere and load the boat into the truck. Those things weigh almost a thousand pounds which is why I’m thinking your third guy is with them. Anyhow, off they go and sell the package to some chop shop. They’re probably splitting thirty grand, maybe more, between the three of them right now.”
“You’re full of crap, man,” said Butch with little conviction. “How would they know where to find a chop shop around here? This ain’t exactly our usual neighborhood.”
Jonathan laughed again before responding. “I’ll ask you a question but you don’t have to answer, okay? It’s just to make a point.”
“Yeah, whatever,” said Butch. “What’s your damned question?”
“Are cars part of the merchandise you deal with in your business?” Jonathan asked. “Like I said, don’t bother answering that because I don’t care. I’m just pointing out that if your boys deal with any car buyers back home, they could easily get connected with someone local, even on short notice by simply making a call or two. I’m sure you know that some of these businesses are quite, how shall I say, ‘organized’.”
“Bastards!” Butch screamed, kicking the chair once again before turning to his crew. “I want us to go over every inch of this property just in case those three shit-heads are still around, passed out or drunk somewhere. I can’t believe they pulled a stunt like this on me. When I find them, and I will, they’re dead. Come on. Let’s go.”
On that note, he stormed out through the kitchen and onto the terrace with his crew trailing behind him, leaving the dining room deserted save for the three captives trussed to their chairs.
“Way to go in seeding the conspiracy theory, Jon,” Chris murmured after a moment.
“I was just picking up on what you started, my friend,” Jonathan replied.
“It certainly got these idiots going and out of our faces,” said Dave. “Let’s just hope it keeps them busy for a while.”
“Yeah, I can use a break from these guys,” Chris agreed. “Not the nicest bunch I’ve met.”
“Yep, and we’ve met some nasty bastards,” said Jonathan. “How’s the arm doing?”
“A bit of a sting now,” Chris replied. “It hurt like hell when he crushed that cigarette on me but it was worth it just to stare the punk down. The kid was turning green.”
“You freaked him out, buddy,” said Jonathan, “And now I’m pretty sure we’ve convinced Butch he has defectors which should keep his mind off of us for a while.”
“As long as those three don’t show up somewhere,” said Dave.
“They might show up but I doubt it,” Chris replied. “The girls had two choices after I spoke to Sandy, either call the cops or deal with the situation themselves. With Leslie in the mix, my money is on number two and if I’m right, those three guys won’t be coming back.”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Dave exclaimed. “This is a police matter. I know you two, and Leslie, might see things differently but I can’t believe Cathy and the others would agree to vigilante tactics. I certainly don’t.”
“I have to agree with Chris,” said Jonathan. “Leslie wouldn’t stand back from something like this and the police would be here by now if the girls had gone that route. I don’t know what they’re doing but I can tell you Josée has done two fly-bys so far. I’d recognize the sound of that plane anywhere.”
“I can’t argue with what you’re saying,” Dave admitted, “But our wives aren’t trained for this kind of thing. Surely, they’d realize that. They wouldn’t try to take on a bunch of thugs, right?”
“We’re married to three intelligent ladies who have supported what we do for years,” Jonathan replied. “I know Josée wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever it took to help me if I was in danger and I think I know Sandy and Cathy well enough to say they’d do the same. And then they have Coach Leslie.”
Dave shook his head. “You really think they’d put themselves at risk like that? It’s dangerous, and wrong.”
“What I’m thinking,” Chris replied, “Is that these guys are going to regret ever dropping by here, Dave. I would bet you that the missing three are either dead or in really bad shape.”
Jonathan nodded. “I’m with Chris and I’ll tell you something else. I doubt one of Butch’s boys grabbed Chris’ truck. Do you want to know why?”
“Why?” asked Dave.
“Because I think Leslie took it,” Jonathan replied.
“You can’t be serious,” said Dave. “Why would Leslie risk coming here to steal Chris’ truck with all these guys around?”
“I’ll tell you why,” said Chris, picking up where Jon had left off. “She came to get some stuff I keep in a hidden vault in the gym. She took my truck to get that equipment out of here, apparently running a guy down and bashing Butch’s bike in the process.”
“And if that’s what happened,” Jonathan continued, “Our ladies now have an arsenal at their disposal which would make some military forces envious.”
“If that’s what happened,” Chris stepped in for the finale, “These morons would be better off shooting themselves.”
“Jesus, this is crazy,” Dave muttered. “Something like this would be delicate for trained cops to deal with and you’re telling the girls are planning to take it on?”
“They’ve already started, Dave,” Chris replied, “And they won’t stop until it’s over.”
Dave shook his head, looking dazed. “For the record, I don’t like it and I definitely don’t agree with it, but you guys are convinced of this, aren’t you?”
Jonathan smiled and said, “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, and there are five ladies out there who are really pissed off.”
 



Chapter 13
Saturday - 5:49 p.m.
“The Lexus is in the garage and the blinds to the windows are closed,” Cathy announced as she joined the others in the neighboring home’s dining room. “Wow, that’s quite an arsenal.”
An array of firearms along with a variety of canisters, boxes of ammunition, knives and other weapons covered the surface of the large antique dining room table.
“I figured better safe than sorry,” Leslie replied. “I’m hoping we don’t have to use any of this, particularly the guns for the noise factor, but I’d hate to suddenly need something knowing I’d left it behind.”
“My neighbors would freak if they saw this,” said Sandy.
“We’ll get this thing all done and settled one way or another before they return,” Leslie replied with determination. “I’m just glad they’re away right now because having access to this place makes a big difference.”
“It certainly does,” Josée agreed as she examined the handguns, selected a model she was familiar with and proceeded to load it. “I can’t imagine trying to deal with this from a motel room across the lake.”
“Sorry, it looks like their meeting is over,” Dominique interrupted, her gaze locked on the iPad as she scrolled the cameras to follow what was going on. “They all seem to be heading out back through the kitchen.”
“All of them?” Cathy asked. “Do you think they might be leaving?”
Leslie shook her head. “I seriously doubt that. More likely planning to search for their missing pals and find whoever took the Lexus and bashed the bike.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” Josée agreed. “Good thing we had somewhere to stash the truck. That may be the only problem with being so close by. They may come snooping around here.”
“It would make our job that much easier if they did,” Leslie replied. “I’d love the whole lot of them to come on over. We could get this settled in minutes.”
“Unfortunately, I doubt that’s going to happen,” said Josée. “I’m thinking, the cameras are fine to track them in and around the house but if they decide to go driving around to look for the truck, we should try to keep track of them. I’m going to take the plane back up to for a while to get a better view.”
“Good idea,” said Leslie. “Do you want someone to go up with you?”
“That wouldn’t really serve any purpose,” Josée replied. “It’s probably best to keep as many of us available down here to deal with these idiots. I’ll call you once I’m up and we’ll try to figure out our next step based on what I see.”
* * * *
The crew was gathered around Butch in the back yard, listening intently as he gave his orders.
“Dibs, I want you to head toward Knowlton and see if you can spot that Lexus or any of those idiots. Cruise the streets when you get there. Hell, you might even find the chop shop they went to.”
“I’m on it,” said Dibs.
“Smokie,” Butch continued, turning to the perpetually stoned crew member. “Take the other truck and head down the other way. There’s another town at the end of the lake. Check it out and go easy on your damned pot smoking, for Chrissakes. I want you alert on this. Got it?”
“I’m good,” Smokie acknowledged with a nod and a grin.
“So, both of you, get the hell outta here,” Butch snarled before turning to the others. “Lefty, you take that other Sea-Doo and go look for Willy down that way. There’s a marina in Knowlton. Have a good look when you get there. For all I know, Willy’s there drunk and hitting on some ladies. Rat, you take the boat and head in the other direction.”
He paused for a moment as a nearby seaplane accelerated across the lake’s surface and lifted into the air. “I want the rest of you to check around here, inside and out, just in case one of those idiots is passed out drunk somewhere or something. Any questions?”
“I don’t have a question,” said Razor. “I just gotta say something.”
“Well, don’t keep me waiting, dude,” Butch replied with little patience. “What is it you gotta say?”
“This whole deal kinda sucks is all,” Razor dared to say.
All eyes turned to the wiry young man, so nicknamed because he shaved his head daily.
“Really? What sucks?” Butch demanded as he motioned the man closer. “I wanna know what the problem is.”
“Well, uh,” Razor stammered, already regretting having spoken. “We ain’t been here that long, just a few hours, and besides some good booze, there ain’t too much going right.”
“Are you telling me I chose a shitty place to party?” asked Butch, stepping closer. “Are you saying this place ain’t good enough for you?”
“No, man,” Razor replied, trying to back-pedal. “It’s a great place. Like I said, the booze is good and the boats and pool, that’s all cool.”
“Then, what’s your problem?” Butch insisted. “You got something to say to me so say it.”
“It-it’s just that we got here,” Razor pressed on, knowing he had no choice, “And there ain’t any broads, just those three old guys. Then Ape gets killed and now Olly’s dead and Willy, Tops and Nose have disappeared.”
“I know all that shit,” said Butch. “So, what do you think we should do? I wanna know.”
Razor shrugged. “Maybe we should just get the hell outta here. Ain’t nothing good happening and I think it’s gonna get worse.”
Butch nodded, looking thoughtful. “Uh, huh. What makes you think that?”
“I don’t know, Butch,” Razor replied with a little more confidence. “Just vibes, I guess. I can feel it in my gut.”
Butch smiled and started turning away before swinging back to punch Razor in the face, knocking him to the ground.
“Can you feel this in your gut?” he snarled, kicking at Razor. “Is this your crew, you little shit?”
“No, Butch,” Razor gasped, clutching his stomach. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean to piss you off.”
“It’s a bit late for that, pal,” Butch snapped. “Yeah, Olly’s dead and that sucks. And don’t forget my bike was totalled too, so I want to get my hands on the fuck who did it. I’m pretty sure it’s that son of a bitch, Tops, so I want us to find him. Willy and Nose are probably in on this like that old guy said inside so I want us to catch those little bastards too. How are we gonna catch them if we just get the hell outta here? How are we gonna make them pay if we don’t even look for them?”
“You’re right, Butch,” Razor replied, staying alert to fend off any further blows. “I should have just shut up.”
“Damned right, you should have just shut up,” Butch agreed. “Now get up and start looking for those sorry assholes.”
He looked around at the others and added, “Anyone else got questions or smart-ass advice?”
When nobody responded, he shouted, “Well, get at it.”
* * * *
With nobody around to keep an eye on them and with considerable difficulty, Chris and Jonathan had managed to reposition their chairs, aligning Chris’ left hand with Jonathan’s right wrist. However, for all their efforts, Chris could barely grasp at the duct tape securing Jon’s wrist and only with his little and ring fingers.
“The bastards really laid it on thick,” Chris muttered as his pinkie once again slipped away from the ever so slightly frayed edge of the tape.
“Yeah, this isn’t their first time so they know what they’re doing,” said Dave as he helplessly watched. “I’m sure they’re responsible for a home invasion in Brighton I read about earlier this week. Same M.O. They’re wanted for vandalism, theft, assault, rape, arson and murder. The Ontario cops had no leads on these animals and now they’re here with us.”
“It’s good to know we’re dealing with guys who take their work seriously,” Jonathan muttered.
“And that we have something to look forward to,” Chris added, flexing his working fingers. “What I wouldn’t give for just one of those pieces of glass lying all over the place.”
“Why don’t I get you one,” Dave joked then tensed and whispered, “Someone’s coming.”
“Well, well, ladies, rearranging the furniture, I see,” said Butch as he strolled back into the dining room seconds later. “I can’t leave you assholes alone for five minutes and you start messing up. That’s a damned shame if you ask me. A damned shame indeed.”
* * * *
“You bastard!” Sandy shrieked as she burst into tears.
Via the security camera in the dining room, the women had seen Chris and Jonathan painstakingly reposition their chairs followed by Chris’ attempts at getting through the tape binding Jon’s right wrist. A moment earlier, the obvious leader of this crew of bandits had sauntered back into the room and seemingly scolded his prisoners. He had then pulled Chris’ chair away, turning it so it faced Jonathan and Dave from several feet away.
With the two men forced to look on and powerless to help, their captor had proceeded to viciously slap, punch and kick Chris for several minutes, all while chattering away with a smile.
“If it’s the last thing I do,” Sandy vowed as tears streamed down her cheeks, “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch.”
Leslie hugged her and said, “We’re going to get him, babe, and he’s going to pay for everything he’s done.”
* * * *
“I hope you guys are gonna start taking me seriously,” said Butch, giving Chris a couple of rough, final pats on a blood spattered cheek. “I meant it when I said you had to play by my rules. You can’t mess around on my watch cuz it pisses me off and then I lose it.”
“You okay, Chris?” asked Dave.
Chris raised his head and nodded, his split, bloody lips curling into a smile as he winked with the eye which wasn’t swelling shut. “I don’t think my friend here broke anything.”
Butch laughed. “Nah, I went easy on you. I wouldn’t want our buddy, Jonathan, to start calling me a wuss.”
“You are a wuss,” said Jonathan. “Anyone who beats on someone who’s bound up like you just did is a damned coward.”
“Are you looking to get hurt, Jon?” Butch asked, his smile fading as he stepped closer. “I don’t care if your tough guy acts scared the crap outta Dibs. I ain’t impressed and if I have to, I’m gonna hurt you.”
“Go ahead, asshole,” Jonathan urged. “Beat on me all you want. Slice me open with a knife, gut me and shoot me with your damned gun. I don’t care because the whole time you’ll be doing it, pretending you’re mean and tough, I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing that you’re a wimp, a pussy, a damned gutless pansy with no balls.”
Butch glared at Jonathan for a moment, his fists clenched, before breaking into a smile. “Nice try, buddy. You were hoping I’d cut you loose again, weren’t you? I’ll tell you something. I may be a wuss but I’m no idiot.”
He turned and headed for the kitchen, pausing at the doorway to add, “I’m going to get me a beer and check up on my crew out there but I’ll be back so don’t do anything to piss me off while I’m gone. Got it?”
 



Chapter 14
Saturday - 6:02 p.m.
Though Rat had yet to say anything, he fully agreed with what Razor had dared to say to Butch just a few minutes earlier. They should cut their losses short, pack up and move on to their next stop, wherever Butch decided that was. Where Razor had made his mistake was in sharing his opinion in front of the crew as Butch did not tolerate being challenged or second-guessed by anyone, his subordinates in particular.
For Butch to agree with him would have meant to lose face which was something their leader would never allow. What Razor should have done, which was what Rat planned to do, was speak to the boss in private. Butch would have then morphed Razor’s reasoning into his own idea and informed the others of his decision, once again demonstrating his higher intelligence and leadership abilities.
This was what Rat believed would happen once he spoke to Butch. Once their search activities were over, and whether or not they found the three missing crew members, he was certain he could convince Butch to decide that leaving was their best option.
He would explain that this particular invasion was unsuccessful though through no fault of their leader. Following his usual impeccable search criteria, Butch had, in fact, selected a private, well located and lucrative target. However, he had no way of knowing that the woman, or women as it had turned out, would be gone a day later. Butch would agree with this logic, blame the dames for screwing up his plan and call it quits.
In the meantime, Rat would enjoy himself by cruising around the lake in the fancy powerboat at his disposal and, who knew, he might even find Willy floating on the Sea-Doo somewhere, out of gas.
* * * *
“He seems to be sticking to the shore,” said Cathy as she watched the Barry’s powerboat through the binoculars they had borrowed from the neighbor’s home.
“Excellent,” Sandy replied, opening up the throttle on their rented bass boat. “He’s not going too fast either. We should be able to get ahead of him by cutting across the lake.”
Moments after taking off in the seaplane, Josée had called to announce that two of the men had just left the dock, one heading south toward town on the remaining Sea-Doo and the other, north on the powerboat. The two women had hurried out to the bass boat in time to see the powerboat cruise by at a leisurely speed. Not wishing to raise the man’s suspicions by following him outright, Sandy had headed in a north-westerly direction toward the center of the lake before roughly paralleling his course at a higher speed.
They glided across the water’s calm surface in silence while Cathy kept track of the other boat’s location. It soon became obvious that the man was in no hurry as he slipped further behind them, inadvertently playing right into the crux of their plan, that being for them to reach some spot ahead of him where he would come upon them. Unfortunately, that was where the specifics of the plan ended with any subsequent elements to be played largely by ear.
“We’ll be breaking down soon,” said Sandy, adjusting their course slightly eastward to get a bit closer to the shore. “There will be too many houses, and prying eyes, if we go any further north.”
Cathy nodded as she scanned the lake, noting the absence of any pleasure craft close by. “I guess our timing is good though. It’s dinnertime for most.”
A moment later, Sandy cut the engine then removed the cover and loosened the spark plug connections before putting the cover back in place.
“We’re ready to go,” she said. “Let’s try to get our boy’s attention.”
The two women started waving their arms at the slowly approaching boat though it was still a fair distance from them. A couple of minutes later, the man seemed to have noticed them as the boat accelerated and veered in their direction. A few more minutes passed and the boat slowed then came to a near stop a dozen feet away as its pilot briefly reversed the engine.
“Can I help you ladies with anything?” the stocky twenty-something year old called out.
“Our engine died on us,” said Sandy. “Can you give us a tow?”
“I guess I could,” he replied, looking them over. “What would be in it for me?”
Cathy glanced at Sandy with a smile and said, “What do you have in mind?”
The young man grinned. “Well, you both are fine looking ladies.”
“You’re not bad looking yourself,” said Sandy, letting her eyes roam down his body. “I think we could work something out.”
“Really?” he replied, surprised. “If that’s the case, I’d love to give you a tow. Let me get closer and we’ll get you hitched up.”
He maneuvered the boat, bringing it alongside the other bow to stern, and held it steady while Cathy climbed aboard to tie a line which Sandy tossed to her. Within moments, the line was secured and Sandy had joined them in the powerboat.
“So, where are we going, ladies?” Rat asked, anxious to get things underway.
“We’re staying with three girlfriends for the weekend down that way,” Sandy replied pointing back to where they had come from. “I’ll call to let them know we’re bringing a guest.”
“Did you say three girlfriends?” asked Rat, his excitement growing. “Are they as good looking as you two?”
Cathy laughed. “Yes, she did say three girlfriends and they’re even better looking. Two of them in particular are somewhat younger and drop-dead gorgeous. You’ll love them.”
“Awesome,” said Rat, thinking he might make the ladies available for the crew once he’d had some fun on his own. “Go ahead and call your friends. I’m Rat, by the way.”
“My name’s Louise but my friends call me Lou,” said Sandy, thinking fast, “And the cute blonde here is Becky.”
Sandy made the call and was soon telling Rat that April and Daniela were looking forward to meeting him, particularly since he was a hunk in their age bracket. Jocelyne was out for a bit getting wine and steaks for dinner but he would have the pleasure of her company as well when she returned. Looking forward to some intimate moments with not two but five women, Rat had the throttle open wide for the duration of their ride and they were soon docking at the neighbor’s borrowed home.
“So, do you ladies own this place?” asked Rat, concerned with the proximity to the home the crew had invaded.
“Oh, no,” Sandy replied, taking his arm as they strolled toward the house. “We rented it for the week. We find a place by a lake for a week every summer, just us girls, for some R and R, partying and fun. What about you? Are you from around here?”
“No, my buddies and I got a place nearby for a couple of days,” Rat replied. “If you girls want to party with us later, maybe you can head on over with me.”
“Oh, that could be a blast,” said Cathy as they climbed the steps to the veranda outside the sunroom, “But I’d say we start by having a bit of fun with you here first.”
“You’re not gonna get any arguments from me,” Rat replied as they entered the house.
“Have a seat,” Sandy invited, gesturing toward a couch before calling out, “Hey ladies, we’re here with Rat.”
“Be there in a minute,” a voice replied from somewhere in the house.
“While we wait for them,” said Cathy, her voice husky, “Why don’t we make you a bit more comfortable? Let’s get those jeans of yours off of you.”
Rat grinned as he stood and unbuckled his belt. “You sure don’t waste any time, do you?”
“Not when we’re with a hunk like you,” said Sandy, gazing at his crotch as she lightly caressed his thigh, “And we do have a debt to repay.”
“I’ll warn you ladies, I go commando,” he said before dropping his baggy jeans to the floor and exposing his already erect penis.
“My, oh my, you don’t waste any time either, big boy,” Cathy teased as she pushed him back onto the couch while Sandy picked up his jeans and tossed them onto an armchair.
“Sorry I took so long,” said Leslie as she entered the room carrying a Browning Maxus 12 gauge short barrel shotgun aimed at Rat’s groin. “It looks like my gun is bigger than yours.”
“Wh-what the hell is this?” demanded Rat though he was smart enough to remain quite still.
“What the hell do you think it is, you son of a bitch?” Sandy replied, going through his jeans pockets and finding a small .22 caliber pistol. “How about if I give you a hint. Do you know who lives in the house next door, asshole?”
“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rat spluttered.
“You don’t know what I’m talking about?” Sandy shrieked before swinging out her foot and kicking him in the shin. “I’m talking about the house you and your bastard friends have invaded. How about if I tell you the boat you were joyriding in, the boat you rescued us with, is MINE.”
“Y-yours?” Rat repeated, dumbfounded. “H-how can it be yours? I took it next door.”
“That’s my house, you asshole,” Sandy screamed, pointing his pistol at his face. “My husband is one of the men you have tied up in there. You animals have been beating on them. I should blow your brains out right now.”
“Whoa, whoa! Y-you don’t want to do that,” Rat stammered, turning white. “I-I didn’t touch anyone, lady. I swear.”
“What about the mustard and ketchup?” Sandy demanded, rapping him on the head with the gun butt.
“Ouch, Jesus,” Rat muttered, wincing. “Look, that didn’t hurt them. I didn’t do anything else.”
“And you’re not going to either,” said Leslie, gesturing Sandy back. “Get up.”
“Why?” asked Rat in fear. “What are you going to do to me?”
“I’ll blow your balls off if you don’t do what I say,” Leslie replied. “Get your ass off the couch.”
Rat stood on shaky legs and asked, “C-can I put my pants back on?”
“You don’t need your pants where you’re going,” said Leslie. “In fact, lose the t-shirt and the shoes.”
He stared at her in disbelief then peeled off his top and kicked off his shoes before asking, “You happy now?”
“I’ll be happy when we’ve looked after every one of you bastards,” Leslie replied. “Now, clasp your hands behind your back.”
He complied and Sandy quickly bound his wrists with a zip tie.
“We’re going to the basement,” Leslie informed him and pointed. “Through there and to your left down the hallway. Do anything I consider remotely stupid and you’re dead. Now, get going, nice and slow.”
Rat started moving, taking extra care to avoid doing anything stupid, and made his way out of the sunroom and into the hallway as Leslie fell in behind him with the shotgun aimed at his back.
“Through that open door to the left and down the stairs,” Leslie ordered.
He headed downstairs, noting that the area below was lit and as he approached the bottom, he saw that Cathy was already waiting in the basement, standing off to one side of the large open-air space and pointing a large handgun at him.
“Come stand by this door,” she said, “Feet together. You’re done walking.”
“I’ve got him covered,” said Leslie as he moved to the indicated spot.
Setting her gun aside, Cathy kneeled behind him and zip tied his ankles.
“There we go,” she said, rising back to her feet. “Now, we’ve got some questions for you.”
“Aw, jeez,” Rat whined. “What questions?”
“How many of you are there?” asked Leslie from across the room.
“How many what?” Rat replied “I don’t know what you mean.”
Sighing, Leslie approached him, turning the butt end of the shotgun toward him as she came.
“What are you doing?” Rat cried, crouching down with difficulty in an attempt to protect himself.
“Either answer our damned questions,” she said, “Or I’ll beat you to death, you dip-shit. How many are in your damned gang?”
“Okay, okay,” replied Rat. “We’re, uh, ten.”
“Wrong answer,” said Leslie before clubbing him on the side of the head with the shotgun and knocking him over. “Try again.”
“Let me think,” Rat cried from where he curled on the floor.
“Oh, Jesus,” Leslie muttered, shoving him over with her foot then pressing the business end of the shotgun against his testicles from behind. “Last chance. How many?”
“Thirteen,” Rat whimpered. “We were thirteen but two are dead and three are missing.”
“How did the two die?” asked Leslie.
“One of the old guys killed Ape,” said Rat, “But it was Ape’s fault. He wanted to fight and the old man took him out fair and square.”
“What about the other one?” Leslie demanded.
“Olly,” Rat replied. “He got run down by someone who stole the guy’s truck next door. We think it was Tops.”
“Tops is one of the three missing?” asked Leslie.
“Yeah, we think Tops took the truck, a big Lexus,” said Rat, the information flowing freely now. “The other two are Nose and Willy. Nose just disappeared but Willy took off with a Sea-Doo. We think they all hooked up to sell the truck and the Sea-Doo.”
“What were you doing out in the boat?” asked Cathy.
“I was looking for Willy,” Rat replied. “Another guy, Lefty is on the other Sea-Doo looking for him too and two other guys are out in our trucks trying to track Tops and the Lexus down.”
“Are you guys all armed?” Leslie asked.
“Most of us have a gun,” said Rat. “A couple of guys probably just have blades cuz we’re not on the job.”
“You’re doing good, Rat,” said Leslie, prodding a little with the shotgun which remained firmly planted between his legs. “Just one more question for now. Who’s in charge?”
Rat hesitated then said, “That’s Butch. He’s the boss and we’re his crew. He’ll kill me if he finds out I talked to you like this.”
“I’d kill you if you didn’t talk,” Leslie replied. “Which one is Butch? What does he look like?”
“Tall dude, kinda lean but built,” said Rat. “Long hair, usually in a ponytail. He rides a Harley, or at least he did until Tops smashed it with that Lexus.”
“Okay, that’s it for now,” said Leslie, pulling away from him and putting the shotgun aside. “Let’s get you up. Roll onto your back.”
She grasped him by one arm while Cathy did likewise with the other and together, they raised him to his feet and leaned him against the wall.
“Look,” Rat said, “If you let me talk to Butch, I think I can convince him that we just leave so you can go back to your guys over there.”
“I didn’t know you did comedy too,” Leslie replied, opening the nearby door leading to a concrete cold room. “Sorry, Rat, but you’ll be staying here for a while. Hop on in.”
With a sigh, Rat jumped forward, peered inside and gasped, “Jesus!” before falling to his knees and vomiting.
Laid out on a tarpaulin were the battered and bloody bodies of Willy, Tops and Nose.
“You see? It won’t be so bad after all,” said Leslie “You’ll have your friends to keep you company and, as an extra bonus, we haven’t killed you. Behave yourself and things may stay that way.”
On that note, she planted her foot squarely on his butt and shoved him inside before pushing the heavy door shut and sliding the deadbolt in place.
 



Chapter 15
Saturday - 6:47 p.m.
Dibs had been roaming the streets of the town of Knowlton for close to an hour in search of the Lexus though he was certain it was a waste of time. Whoever had stolen the SUV, likely Tops or perhaps Nose, had deliberately demolished Butch’s bike in the process. That being the case, neither could be so stupid as to hang around town, mere minutes from the house they had invaded. Surely, the thief, or thieves, especially if it was the missing crew members, had hightailed away from the area and were probably on Autoroute 10 approaching Montreal by now.
He drove by the Knowlton Pub once again and slowed, gazing at the crowd relaxing, eating and drinking on the terrace while enjoying the live music offered by a lone guitarist at work on the small stage.
‘I could use a break,’ thought Dibs as he turned into the parking lot. ‘A quick beer or two, listen to some tunes for a while then go back and tell Butch that the Lexus is long gone.’
He pulled the van into one of the few remaining slots and cut the engine then headed to the terrace to find a spot to sit down, knock back a few and relax.
* * * *
“What’s up?” Leslie asked after setting her phone on speaker.
“Is Sandy there?” Josée asked from the plane.
“We’re all here for now,” Sandy replied.
“Okay,” said Josée, “The one in the red van was driving around town for a while but now he’s stopped at that pub we’ve been to. He just parked and went in a minute ago. I’m not sure if there’s anything we can do but I thought I’d let you know.”
“I know exactly what to do,” Sandy replied, grabbing her recharging phone from the counter. “I have to make a call.”
“Alright,” said Josée. “I’ll head toward the north end of the lake and see if I can spot their other truck. Stay safe, ladies.”
* * * *
Serge Morin, owner of the Knowlton Pub, was manning the host station on the terrace when his phone trilled.
“Bonjour, Sandy!” he replied, having glanced at the call display. “I spoke to my brother at the marina earlier. Is everything okay?”
“No, actually it isn’t,” Sandy replied, unsure of how much she should share. “It’s complicated and I don’t have much time but I need your help.”
“Whatever I can do for you, ma chère,” Serge replied. “Just say the word. What’s going on?”
“I can’t give you details for now,” Sandy continued, “And you must keep this quiet as the police are not involved and we want to keep it that way, at least for now.”
“Mon Dieu, Sandy,” Serge exclaimed. “What is this about? Please tell me what is going on so I can help.”
“You must promise to stay out of this,” said Sandy. “Some friends and I are dealing with this problem.”
“I will only do what you ask of me,” Serge replied. “You have my word. Now, tell me what is going on.”
“Chris and two of our friends are in danger,” said Sandy. “They are being held hostage by a gang.”
“Are you serious?” Serge replied “That is terrible. When did this happen? Do you know where they are?”
“Yes, Serge, but I don’t have much time right now,” Sandy reminded him. “I promise I’ll explain everything later but right now, I need your help.”
“Oui, oui,” Serge agreed. “What do you need from me?”
“There’s a young man wearing jeans and a t-shirt who arrived at your pub just minutes ago,” said Sandy. “He was driving a big, red van, like a minibus.”
“I just seated him on the terrace,” Serge replied. “I’m looking at him right now. This man is involved?”
“Yes he is,” Sandy confirmed. “My friends and I have already, uh, taken care of some of the others. I was hoping you could help me by making sure this one doesn’t go back to his friends.”
“This is all that you need from me?” said Serge. “I promise he will be staying here as my guest for as long as you wish.”
“Thank you, Serge,” Sandy replied, “And be careful. He’s most likely armed.”
“If he is, it won’t be for long,” Serge reassured her, “But now, we must take care of the rest of these people, Sandy. I can call my brother and get some men together–”
“Serge, please,” Sandy interrupted. “With the guy at your place, we’ll have dealt with more than half of their gang. We’ve been, uh, immobilising them one by one. We don’t want this to turn into a shooting spree with Chris and the others in the middle. That’s why we never contacted the police in the first place.”
Serge sighed. “Very well, but you will not hesitate to call if you need the slightest bit of help?”
“I called you now, didn’t I?” Sandy replied. “I’ll keep you posted, Serge. Be careful.”
“Yes, ma chère,” said Serge. “But more importantly, you be careful too.”
* * * *
Knowing he couldn’t stay too long, Dibs had quickly downed his first beer and ordered a second which had disappeared almost as quickly. He wished he could stick around and just enjoy himself amidst the lively crowd, more than half of which was composed of young, attractive ladies in summer attire. However, he knew Butch would be getting antsy and was definitely not currently in a mood to condone insubordination, even with one of his top men. In fact, when Dibs considered how long it had been since he’d left the house, he was surprised the man had not called to blast him yet.
Sighing, he emptied the remainder of his bottle and left the table, heading toward a door leading inside to find the washroom. A sign within directed him down a corridor toward the rear of the establishment and he was soon standing at a urinal, emptying his bladder. As the door to the men’s room opened, he glanced over his shoulder and recognized the stocky, grey-haired man who had seated him on the terrace upon his arrival. Obviously a pub employee, the man held a heavy pipe wrench and was likely coming to tend to some plumbing issue.
“Bonjour,” the man said with a smile as he entered.
“Hey,” Dibs mumbled, social skills never having been his forte, even less so while taking a leak in a public washroom.
He turned back to face the wall and seconds later, he felt an incredible explosion of pain as the wrench smashed into the back of his head, but only for an instant before everything went black.
 



Chapter 16
Saturday - 7:10 p.m.
Alexandre Morin paced angrily back and forth along the visitors dock at the Knowlton Marina as he spoke on the phone. “We can’t just sit around and do nothing, Serge. These bastards might hurt Chris and his friends, or even worse.”
“We don’t even know where they are,” Serge argued. “We can’t start roaming the country like a Wild West posse.”
“Don’t you think they might be at the Barrys’ home?” Alex shot back. “We could start by going there to see if everything is normal and we could bring a group of men just in case it isn’t.”
“Alex, I gave my word to Sandy,” Serge replied. “I called to make you aware in case she asks for help. She and whoever she’s with seem to be handling the situation rather well as it is. Don’t do anything stupid. You could get yourself or the hostages killed. Just be ready to move if we have to.”
“Okay, you are right,” Alexandre agreed, accelerating his pace as something caught his attention at the end of the visitors dock. “I don’t like it but I’ll stay put. I will tell a few guys we might need their help at some point, just to be ready to move quickly.”
“I’m doing the same,” Serge replied. “But keep the details to yourself. We don’t want anyone getting any ideas and–”
“Serge, I just noticed something,” Alexandre interrupted. “Chris’ Sea-Doo is here, tied up at the dock.”
“Are you sure it’s his?” asked Serge. “A lot of people have Sea-Doos around here.”
“This is true,” Alexandre replied as he gazed down at the watercraft, “But not too many have a GTX Limited iS 260 with the name ‘CeeBee’ painted on the bow.”
“So, one of these guys is at your place too?” Serge more said than asked.
“That’s exactly what I’m going to find out,” replied Alexandre, already scanning the patrons as he approached the terrace. “I’ll let you go for now but I’ll keep you posted.”
* * * *
Lefty had been ecstatic when Butch had ordered him to go search for Willy on the Sea-Doo. As far as he was concerned, the weekend was a bust so getting away from that damned house and the crew for a while had been fine by him. Once out of sight of the others, he had raced directly toward town with barely the occasional cursory scan of the lake in search of Willy, intent on getting to the marina as quickly as possible to relax and knock back a few cold ones. Upon his arrival, he had been pleased to note the lively atmosphere and had soon been seated in the shade of a parasol on the terrace.
Looking at the time, he realized he had been there for an hour already, the minutes flying by as he chatted with a couple of young, attractive women sitting at the next table. Reluctantly, he said his goodbyes, knowing it wasn’t a good idea to be gone much longer with Butch being in one of his nasty moods.
He headed to the end of the dock where he had moored the Sea-Doo and as he approached, he noticed a couple of men who seemed to be admiring his craft.
“Scuse me,” he said as he came upon them.
They turned to face him and one of them, a burly man of medium height in his fifties said, “Sorry. Is this yours?”
“Uh, huh,” Lefty replied with a nod.
“Really nice,” said the other, a younger, taller and muscular man. “They just don’t make a sweeter ride than the GTX.”
“Uh, yeah,” Lefty replied. “I like it.”
He tried to step around the men but both moved along with him, barring his access.
“What’s the fastest you’ve ever done with it?” the younger man asked.
“I-I don’t know,” said Lefty. “I never really clocked it. I just like to ride.”
“Are you serious?” the older man asked in surprise. “How can you ride a bullet and not clock your speed? How long have you had it?”
“A while,” Lefty replied with a hint of impatience. “Sorry, guys but I gotta get going.”
“There’s no rush, son,” said the older man, holding up his hand. “You know, I have a friend who has a Sea-Doo just like this one.”
“That’s real nice, buddy,” said Lefty, getting annoyed, “But like I said, I have to go. Move out of the way.”
“What’s your hurry?” asked the older man, not budging. “I just want to talk for a minute so I’d suggest you calm down and lose the attitude.”
“Listen, I don’t know who the hell you guys are,” Lefty retorted, now growing uncomfortable, “But I don’t have to take this shit.”
On that note, he turned to head back the way he had come and found himself staring at the barrel chest of likely the biggest, tallest man he had ever seen.
Looking down at Lefty, the giant grinned and said, “My boss didn’t finish talking to you so walking away like that is just not right. Now, turn around and, just for fun, put your hands behind your neck, fingers interlaced.”
Lefty stared up at the man, gulped and did as he was told.
“Frisk him, just to play it safe,” said the older man as he stared Lefty in the eye.
The big man patted Lefty down, finding a switchblade, a cell phone and a worn leather wallet, all of which he slid into a pocket of his cargo shorts.
“I’ll tell you who I am,” the older man continued. “I’m Alexandre Morin and I own this place. Now about this Sea-Doo here. It’s not yours. You see, I told you I had a friend who had one just like it, right down to the name painted right there so, this is his, not yours.”
“Yeah, he lent it to me,” Lefty sneered. “So, what’s the big deal and why is it your business?”
“Don’t make me hurt you, boy,” Alexandre replied. “You see, I’m not smiling and that’s because I’m mad as hell at you and your buddies for what you did and what you’re doing.”
Lefty started to lower his arms as he spoke. “I don’t kno-aARRGH!”
A loud, cracking pop was heard as the giant grabbed Lefty’s right wrist and yanked his arm high up behind his back, dislocating his shoulder. Lefty blanched and his knees buckled but the big man easily kept him on his feet.
Alexandre glared at Lefty in silence for a moment then spoke in a quiet tone. “You’re done with your games. Now, you behave yourself and do what you’re told and maybe, just maybe you won’t get hurt anymore. Understand?”
Lefty nodded, unable to speak.
“Good,” said Alexandre before addressing his men. “Take him to the pub. Serge has one of his buddies in the basement there already so they can keep each other company, well, if the other guy ever wakes up. I’ll call Serge to let him know you’re coming. He’ll want to have a chat with our friend here and I’m sure this punk will want to cooperate. If this little bastard decides he doesn’t want to play along or tries to do anything stupid, I want you to hurt him bad.”
 



Chapter 17
Saturday - 7:19 p.m.
“Merci, Serge,” Sandy exclaimed. “Well, we already have quite a bit of information about the gang but, yes, call me back if you learn anything you think we could use… Yes, I promise I’ll call you or Alexandre if we need anything else.”
She cut the connection and beamed at the others. “Not only did Serge get the guy at the pub, Alexandre grabbed one of them at the marina.”
“Are you serious?” asked Cathy.
“Absolutely,” replied Sandy. “Serge called his brother to give him a heads up, just in case we needed help along the way, and Alexandre recognized Chris’ Sea-Doo at the marina. When the guy tried to leave, Alex and a couple of friends got a hold of him.”
“Where are these bastards now?” asked Leslie.
“The one at the pub is still unconscious,” Sandy explained. “Serge said he tapped him with a wrench. He’s got him tied up in the basement and his son is keeping an eye on him. The other one just arrived at the pub with Alex’s buddies. Serge is going to find out whatever he can from him and keep me posted. He also assured me these guys won’t be going anywhere.”
“So, two less of these morons to worry about,” said Leslie, counting in her head, “Which leaves us with five to go. It’s looking better by the minute.”
“Oh, non,” Dominique suddenly wailed from where she sat, her eyes never leaving the iPad.
“What is it?” Leslie asked as they all crowded around the small screen.
“Their leader is angry,” Dominique replied then fell silent as they all watched in rage and fear as the events unfolded.
* * * *
“Where the hell are those idiots?” Butch screamed, having failed to reach Rat, Dibs and Lefty.
Enraged, he slammed his phone onto the dining table before picking up a half full liquor bottle and hurling it against the wall, showering his captives with shards of glass and rum.
“Watch it, asshole,” Jonathan growled.
“Shut the fuck up,” Butch snarled, stomping over and cuffing Jon on the side of the head. “I’ve got enough crap to deal with without your stupid comments.”
“You’ve got crap to deal with,” Jonathan retorted, “Because you’re an asshole surrounded by a bunch of misfit morons. The whole lot of you couldn’t change a light bulb if your lives depended on it.”
In response, Butch punched Jonathan in the face three times in rapid succession.
“I said shut the fuck up,” he hissed before spitting in Jonathan’s face.
Jonathan shook his head, pushing aside the waves of pain before looking up at Butch and smiling with blood stained teeth.
“You’re a piss-ant wuss,” he said softly. “A cowardly, ball-less pussy.”
Butch yanked out the Magnum from its back holster and pressed the barrel against Jon’s forehead hard enough to tip the chair back a couple of inches.
“Do you want me to blow your brains out right now, old man?” he demanded. “Do you want me to put an end to your stinkin’, miserable life?”
“Go ahead,” Jonathan replied. “Blow my damned head off. I’ll die knowing that you proved my point, that you really are a gutless wimp.”
Butch glared at Jonathan, breathing hard, a film of sweat glistening on his forehead.
“Pull the fucking trigger!” Jonathan bellowed suddenly, causing Butch to jump back in surprise.
“Y-you’re fucking crazy, man,” Butch stammered before turning to Fingers who was sprawled on the loveseat, the official station for anyone on guard duty. “Keep an eye on these bastards. I don’t trust them for a minute. I’m gonna go round up the others and figure out what the hell is going on.”
 



Chapter 18
Saturday - 7:32 p.m.
Likely the most laid back member of the crew, Smokie was easy to get along with and rarely got involved in any disagreements, especially not with Butch. As long as he had his pot to smoke, he was happy and willing to go along with whatever was going on. To this extent, when Butch had given his orders over ninety minutes earlier, Smokie had simply headed for the Suburban and driven off, heading north to the town of Brome Lake while Dibs went in the opposite direction toward the larger town of Knowlton.
Since leaving, Smokie had been driving non-stop with a multitude of joints to keep him company, dutifully exploring the area as he canvassed side roads and streets of small developments along the way. That was until Butch had called him ten minutes or so earlier, telling him to get back to the house. Butch had been angry because some others weren’t answering their phones but that wasn’t Smokie’s problem. He had answered his and was heading back as he had been told to do.
* * * *
“I spotted the Suburban,” Josée announced when Leslie answered the phone. “He’s heading your way, southbound on Lakeside Road.”
“How far is he?” asked Leslie.
“He just turned on Lakeside at the north end of the lake,” Josée replied.
“That’s about five kilometers from here,” Sandy piped in. “How fast is he going?”
“I’d say fifty to sixty,” Josée guessed, “So you’ve got maybe five minutes before he gets there.”
“Then we’d better get moving,” said Leslie. “Great work, Jo. Come on back. I don’t think we’ll be needing the aerial view any longer.”
* * * *
Alex Morin sat in his small office at the marina, able to concentrate on little else than the situation involving his friends, Chris and Sandy Barry. Though he felt he should be doing something, both he and Serge had given Sandy their word in exchange for her promise to call them if she and her friends needed help.
His phone vibrated on his belt and he was pleased but surprised to see it was his brother calling so soon after the delivery of the second captive.
“Oui, Serge,” he answered. “Is everything okay?”
“Everything is fine with me,” his brother replied, “But I’m worried about Chris and his friends, not to mention Sandy and the other women.”
“Have you spoken to the little bastard I sent you yet?” Alex asked.
“Yes, as soon as he arrived,” said Serge. “Like so many of these tough gang guys, once they have to fend for themselves, they piss in their pants and this one was no exception.”
“But he arrived less than twenty minutes ago,” Alex insisted. “You surely didn’t get all the information you could out of him.”
“Alex, s’il te plaît,” Serge sighed. “Give your big brother more credit than that. I kindly asked the young man to tell me everything about what was going on in exchange for his life, and he did. I now know how many of them were there, how many are dead or have disappeared–”
“Dead? Disappeared?” Alex exclaimed. “Mon Dieu, Serge. What is going on?”
“There seems to be more than meets the eye with Sandy and her lady friends,” Serge replied with a touch of humor to his tone. “They apparently have been quite busy in the last few hours.”
“Good for them but their luck may run out,” said Alex. “These are dangerous men and we mustn’t forget that Chris and his friends are being held hostage. I’m not comfortable just sitting and doing nothing.”
“Neither am I,” Serge replied, “So here’s what I propose.”
* * * *
“Almost there,” Smokie said aloud as he recognized a landmark he had noted upon his departure.
He rounded a curve, cruising at a leisurely speed and came onto the straight stretch of road, just a minute or two from the Barry home. As he approached, he noticed a woman standing in the middle of the road in the distance, waving her arms in the air, obviously signaling him. He slowed as he got closer and spotted another woman, sprawled on the side of the road, immobile.
Edging onto the shoulder, he pulled to a stop, set the gearshift into Park then opened the door and climbed out.
“What’s going on?” he asked as the clearly agitated, attractive redhead rushed over to him.
“We were walking and my friend suddenly felt faint,” she explained, tugging on his arm to lead him toward the prone woman. “Then she passed out and fell there. Please help me. I’m worried and I don’t know what to do.”
“I’m not sure what I can do to help,” Smokie replied as he moved toward the apparently unconscious woman a dozen feet away. “I ain’t no doctor or nothing but maybe I can give you a ride somewhere.”
“Or maybe you can stop where you are and keep your hands where I can see them,” said Leslie from behind.
Something in her tone convinced Smokie that obeying her command would be in his best interest and he immediately froze and raised his hands in the air. He was further reassured he had made the right decision when the woman lying on the shoulder of the road sprang to her feet and pointed a pistol at him.
“Aw, crap, ladies,” Smokie muttered. “What’s going on? Are you mugging me or what?”
“Are you armed?” asked Leslie, ignoring his questions.
“Why would I be armed?” Smokie asked in return. “Look, ladies, I don’t want any trouble. I just want to get back to my buddies. They’re waiting for me.”
“Answer my question,” Leslie insisted. “It’s a bad idea to waste my time right now.”
Smokie sighed. “Switchblade, back left pocket. Want me to pull it out?”
“No,” Leslie replied. “I’ll get it. If you move, you’re dead. And keep any smart-ass frisking comments to yourself.”
She pulled the knife from his back pocket and asked, “What else do you have on you?”
“Wallet in the back right pocket,” Smokie replied. “Phone and smokes in my shirt pocket. That’s it.”
Leslie quickly retrieved the mentioned items then confirmed the absence of anything else with a quick pat-down during which Smokie remained still and silent.
“Good man,” she approved once done. “Now, we’re going to get into your truck. I’ll drive, you’ll sit in the passenger seat and my friend will sit behind you with her gun pointed at your head.”
“You sure you don’t want to just take the truck and let me go?” suggested Smokie.
“I’m sure,” Leslie replied. “Turn around and bring your hands together.”
“It was worth a try,” said Smokie as he watched Leslie bind his wrists with a zip tie. “Am I gonna get out of this alive?”
“Keep on behaving like you have so far and you’ll be fine,” Leslie replied. She led him to the Suburban and settled him in the passenger seat, securing him with the seatbelt before adding, “But if you do anything stupid, you’ll be dead, just like some of your other buddies.”
She hurried to the driver’s side, climbing in and starting the engine while the other woman, Sandy, got in behind Smokie.
As they drove the short distance to the entrance of their temporary base of operations, Smokie suddenly chuckled and said, “Wait a minute. Are you telling me the other guys disappeared because of you?”
“That’s right,” Leslie replied. “You think that’s funny?”
“Hell, yeah,” Smokie replied with a grin. “Butch would totally freak if he knew his bad-ass crew was being taken down by a couple of babes, no offence intended.”
“None taken,” said Leslie.
“So, you’re like the Barrys’ neighbors?” Smokie asked out of curiosity, “Or are you cops or something?”
“I’m Mrs. Barry,” Sandy replied from the backseat. “That’s my home you’ve invaded and one of your hostages is my husband.”
“Holy crap, I’m sorry, ma’am,” Smokie exclaimed, seeming sincere. “Honestly, I’m not real keen on these things but what Butch says goes so I don’t have much choice but to go along. When we get in somewhere, I go find a spot out of the way with a bottle and my pot until it’s time to go. Butch knows I don’t get into the nasty stuff and him and me get along so he leaves me alone.”
“It’s good to know he’s such a considerate man,” Sandy replied, her sarcasm obvious. “Too bad he reserves that consideration to a select few.”
“At least you weren’t home when we got there,” said Smokie, “But I guess this all screwed up your trip to L.A.”
“There was no trip to L.A., you idiot,” Leslie retorted as she slowed to a stop at the neighbor’s home.
“Damn, I guess there wasn’t,” said Smokie, shaking his head. “I am an idiot, and it seems like Butch is too. It’s looking like he made a big mistake this time.”
“He definitely did,” Leslie replied, “And you’re all going to pay for it. If you’re smart, you’ll keep on being a good boy and you won’t die for it. Stay put while I get the door for you.”
She hurried around the Suburban and when she opened the passenger door, Smokie said, “I know you all hate us and I can’t say I blame you but I’m too young to die so, don’t worry, I’ll do whatever you say.”
“Well, I hope you really mean that,” Leslie replied as she untied his seatbelt, “Because none of us will hesitate to kill you if you do anything remotely stupid. Now, get out and I’ll show you to your room. I hope you don’t mind sharing with some of your friends.”
Smokie shrugged as he slid out of the truck. “You’re the boss, lady. Whatever you say goes but can I at least have my smokes back?”
“No can do,” Leslie replied. “Those things will kill you.”
 



Chapter 19
Saturday - 7:44 p.m.
“So, boss,” asked Shades. “Where the hell is Smokie? He couldn’t have been that far from here.”
“I don’t goddamned know,” Butch growled, his tone displaying anger, frustration and perhaps, just a touch of fear. “Call the idiot, will you cuz, yeah, he should be back by now. He was just at the end of the lake, for Crissakes.”
Shades nodded and ambled off into the kitchen from the dining room where Butch had assembled the three crew members remaining on the premises. A moment passed and Shades returned, shaking his head.
“Call went right to voicemail,” he announced. “Phone’s off.”
“You’ve been abandoned by another, Butch?” asked Dave, unable to resist. “I guess the boys aren’t as devoted to you as you’ve been trying to let on.”
Butch turned toward Dave and smiled as he sauntered over.
“Is that what you think, Mister Policeman?” he asked as he roughly patted Dave on the cheek. “Maybe you know more about me and my crew than I thought you did. After all, you’re a smart cop and all, a specialist in investigating shit. Why don’t you tell me what you do know about me and the boys?”
“What I know about you is what I’ve seen since you showed up here,” Dave replied. “Which is, you’re vicious, violent criminals who take pleasure in trying to terrorize people but, as Jonathan has pointed out, you’re cowards.”
“Yeah, yeah,” said Butch, nodding. “Pussy wusses with no balls and stuff. Been there, done that and it’s getting kinda old. There’s something else we talked about though and it looks like we need to talk about it again. Can you guess what it is?”
Dave gazed at Butch and shook is head. “I don’t have a clue.”
Butch laughed and said, “You’d think a super cop like you would have a clue. Ain’t having clues your job? Come on, Captain. Show me how smart you are.”
“Sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dave replied.
In response, Butch backhanded Dave across the face, leaving a deep, bloody gash on his cheek from a heavy ring he wore.
“Wrong answer, buddy,” said Butch, no longer smiling. “Try again.”
“I told you, I don’t know,” Dave replied through clenched teeth.
“Dave, Dave, Dave,” Butch murmured, shaking his head before driving his fist into Dave’s abdomen.
“Enough of that,” Chris barked in rage.
Butch spun around and glared at Chris. “Shut the hell up or I’ll kick your ass. This is between me and the captain here. How many times do I have to tell you I’m in charge so you don’t tell me what to do, asshole. Now, shut up cuz I’ll kill you if I have to.”
“Why don’t you just tell him what the hell you’re talking about?” Chris insisted, ignoring the threat. “You goddamned son of a bitch.”
Butch stared at Chris for a moment in silence then smiled. “Okay, I’ll play along since you’re our host and all but get ready, my friend, cuz yours is coming real soon.”
He turned back to Dave and said, “You’re either stubborn or stupid so I’ll help you out like Chris asked. You must remember when I told you not to lie to me. I’m sure you do, so when I asked you what you knew about us, you shoulda just told me instead of making me beat on you cuz I was going somewhere with it.”
“And, where was that, Butch?” Dave gasped, still trying to get his breath back following the blow he had received.
“I think you know a lot more about us than you let on,” said Butch. “You being a cop and all, I’m thinking you know all about me and my crew and you got the word out somehow that we’re here. That would explain why my boys keep disappearing. You’ve probably had the place surrounded for hours.”
“That makes no sense, Butch,” Dave replied. “I’ve been taped to this damned chair since you got here. How and when could I have contacted anyone?”
“You were down the hall somewhere when we got here,” Butch challenged. “I’m guessing that’s when you called.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Dave argued. “I didn’t even know you were here until Chris told me we had company and, once I saw you, I had no opportunity to call anyone.”
Butch sneered and said, “Don’t start lying to me again. You know how that pisses me off.”
“Damn it, I’m not lying,” Dave replied, his frustration obvious.
“So, you’re telling me you had no idea who we were when we showed up?” asked Butch.
“How the hell would I know who you are?” Dave shot back.
“You really think you’re smart, don’t you?” Butch replied. “I’ll let you in on something. I heard you talking to your two buddies here a couple of hours ago and you seemed to know a hell of a lot about what we all did in Brighton last week. Now, how can you know all these details and tell me you ain’t never heard about us? Try explaining that to me, you stupid cop.”
“I read a report about the home invasion in Brighton,” Dave replied, exasperated, “So, yes, I had details about what happened but the report said nothing about who was responsible because the cops down there had no leads.”
“Oh, yeah?” Butch pushed on. “Then how the hell did you know that it was us?”
“Because you told us, you moron,” Chris interrupted, hoping to draw the attention away from Dave.
Butch looked at Chris blankly for a moment before asking, “When did I say that?”
“Right after you accidentally broke all those dishes,” Chris replied, gesturing toward the wrecked buffet. “You said you liked us better than the guy in Brighton last week.”
Butch shook his head and said, “Damn, you’re right. I did tell you but that still doesn’t explain what happened to all my guys. There must be somebody out there taking them down.”
Chris shrugged. “I can’t help you there but isn’t it possible your guys just got bored here and got away when they had a chance?”
“Then why don’t they answer their damned phones?” asked Butch.
“Probably because they’re scared of you,” Chris suggested. “You are their leader, after all, and now they went against your word. They’re probably trying to figure out how to fix this with you now.”
“Okay, then why did Smokie answer his phone and say he was coming in?” Butch challenged. “Then he doesn’t show up and his phone’s off. Explain that.”
“I don’t know about that,” Chris replied. “I don’t even know who Smokie is.”
“Smokie’s always stoned,” Shades interjected, his ever-present sunglasses atop his head. “Maybe he forgot to turn his phone off when he split and you reminded him to turn it off when you called.”
“Makes sense to me,” Chris agreed.
“Hmm, could be that,” said Butch, looking pensive. He turned to his three remaining cohorts and asked, “What do you guys think about all this crap?”
“I don’t think there’s cops out there,” Shades replied. “If there was, they would’ve busted in here with tear-gas and shit a long time ago. Maybe the man’s right and the guys just fucked off on us.”
“Did you hear anyone talking about anything like that?” Butch asked suspiciously.
Shades shook his head. “Nope. I don’t think nobody planned it. It’s more like they got bored cuz there’s no dames here or nothing and just took off when they had a chance.”
Butch nodded and asked, “What about you? Are you bored?”
“We’ve done better parties than this one,” Shades admitted with a grin. “You can’t say that ain’t true.”
“What do you think, Razor?” asked Butch.
“I don’t want to piss you off again,” Razor replied, “But it’s pretty much what I said before, kinda like what Shades just said.”
“Same here,” said Fingers. “This is getting kinda lame. It woulda been great with some ladies to mess with but that didn’t happen.”
“I hear you,” Butch agreed with some reluctance. “I just don’t like it when things don’t go like I planned and this got screwed up big time. Keep an eye on these idiots while I go take a leak and think about what we should do.”
He started moving out of the dining room then stopped, turned back and headed toward the area behind Chris. Once close enough, he swung a heavy-booted foot up, kicking Chris in the kidney through the open-backed chair, causing his captive to gasp in pain.
“That’s for calling me a moron before, shit-head,” he said before leaving the room.
 



Chapter 20
Saturday - 7:58 p.m.
“Damn, I wish we could hear what they’re saying,” Josée grumbled, watching the iPad over Dominique’s shoulder.
“It certainly would be helpful,” Cathy agreed.
“It doesn’t really matter anymore,” said Leslie as she entered the sunroom with Sandy. “They’re down to four and seem to have decided to hole up inside. The sun will be going down in half an hour so it’s time to head over. We’ll be going slow and quiet so nightfall will be settling in by the time we get there.”
“What exactly is the plan?” asked Cathy.
“Dominique will stay here to keep up video surveillance and she’ll be live with us by phone. Thank God for Bluetooths and conference calls,” Leslie replied as she set down a case she had brought in from the dining room. “The rest of us will go over and deal with the four remaining bozos. How we do that will depend on where they are and what they’re doing when we get there. That’s the best I can come up with for now.”
“Got it,” said Cathy. “What’s in the case?”
“Crossbow,” Leslie replied. “I wish we had more than one but we don’t. Ideally, anyone we have to take down outside will be with this. If anyone does have to use a gun before we get inside, make it a .22 as much as possible to keep noise to a minimum. I grabbed one for each of us. That’s all I have for now. Any questions?”
“The men downstairs can’t get out?” asked Dominique.
Leslie shook her head. “They’re zip-tied and the door is locked. You’re safe, sweetheart.”
“Merci,” said Dominique.
“De rien,” Leslie replied. “Now, let’s get geared up and go put these assholes out of their misery, once and for all.”
* * * *
Upon returning to the dining room with a bottle of Grand Marnier in hand, Butch beckoned Razor into the kitchen and invited him to sit while he poured them each a healthy shot of the orange-flavoured liqueur.
“I wanted to say sorry for blowing up at you outside,” said Butch as he sat, keeping his voice low. “I just lost it with all this shit going on but you were right. It’s time for us to get the hell out of here. Something’s wrong with this place and I have a feeling if we stick around much longer, we’re gonna disappear too.”
“What do you think is going on?” asked Razor, not really having considered that his life might be at risk.
“I don’t know if one of these guys hit a secret alarm somewhere or what,” Butch replied. “But I don’t believe seven of my crew just upped and left. Not after everything we’ve been through and done together plus everything I’ve done for them. Guys like Rat and Dibs been with me from the start and they wouldn’t fuck me over. I guess sending some of the boys out searching alone wasn’t the best idea but I didn’t know anything was wrong then.”
“So, what should we do now?” asked Razor. “You got a plan?”
“The four of us are going to leave together, that’s for sure,” Butch replied. “Dibs and Smokie had our trucks and my bike’s all smashed up but we’ll take one of these guys’ car cuz they won’t be needing them anyway.”
“What about Ape and Olly?” asked Razor, thinking, “And your bike?”
“What about all that?” Butch asked, puzzled and annoyed. “Them two are dead and my bike’s totaled.”
“Cops is gonna show up here sooner or later, Butch,” Razor explained. “If they figure out who Ape and Olly are, that might lead them back to us. Same thing with your bike.”
“Shit,” muttered Butch. “I’m not even thinking straight with all this crap. Okay, we’ll need to bring the bike so we’ll have to use a truck. That cop’s truck is dinged up pretty good but I think it’ll still run. Otherwise, we’ll grab one of Barry’s cars in the garage. Hell, we can dump the bike in the lake if we have to. It’s not like I can get it fixed.”
“What about Ape and Olly?” Razor repeated. “What do we do with them?”
Butch smiled and said, “I want us to torch this place like I did last week in Brighton. We’ll just make sure Ape and Olly are close to the heat.”
Razor grimaced at the thought. “I guess you’re right. We can’t be driving around with a couple of stiffs.”
“Especially in a stolen car,” Butch added. “We’re gonna have to get moving with this pretty quick. Go out and have a look at the cop’s truck. If it’s too fucked up, check what cars we can use in the garage. While you’re there, find some gas and any other shit we can use to get this place burning good. I had some gas cans in the Suburban but that’s gone so you gotta find me something.”
“Uh, I’m not sure I want to go out there alone, Butch,” Razor replied, the fear visible in his eyes. “Everyone else that disappeared was gone somewhere alone.”
“Aww, don’t start with that whiny crap,” Butch replied, rolling his eyes. “You’re just going out in front of the damned house and to the garage.”
“I know, but still,” Razor argued. “If someone is out there, I might get shot or something. Look at Olly. He got run down right in the front yard.”
“So, keep your damned eyes open,” Butch retorted. “You got a gun. If someone comes at you, use it. Don’t wuss out on me now, Razor. We need wheels to get out of here and I have to sit down with Shades and Fingers and bring them up to speed.”
“Damn, I don’t like it,” Razor muttered. “I’m gonna get myself killed out there.”
“No, you won’t, dammit. Just go and get it done,” Butch ordered, pushing back his chair as he stood, indicating their meeting was over. “I’ll tell Fingers what the plan is and I’ll send him out to help you in a couple of minutes. Now, get out there.”
 



Chapter 21
Saturday - 8:18 p.m.
Depending on a number of factors including draw weight and length of power stroke, crossbows can shoot arrows, or bolts as they are generally referred to, at speeds exceeding four hundred feet per second. However, crossbows capable of delivering this velocity level tend to be bigger, heavier and more cumbersome to manipulate.
Sacrificing some power in exchange for compactness and portability, the Panzer V which Leslie carried measured under thirty-four inches in length, weighed less than six pounds and had a power stroke of just over nine inches, yet would still launch an eighteen inch bolt at a speed of two hundred sixty feet per second.
While they had crossed the wooded area from the neighbor’s house to the Barry home, Dominique had informed Leslie that one of the men had gone out front, first examining Dave’s SUV for several moments before heading into the open garage all while nervously trying to glance everywhere at once with gun in hand.
Having asked the others to wait in the woods at the edge of the property, Leslie had moved forward through the heavy growth of conifers which spanned the front of the lot until she had a clear view of the front of the garage. Through its open doors, she could see the young shaved-headed man rummaging around in the far corner beyond where Chris kept his ATVs, snowmobiles and motorcycles.
Another minute or so went by before he emerged from the garage with two apparently full ten gallon gasoline canisters. Putting one down, he hurried along the front of the house, lugging the other with his left hand, his right still clutching his gun. Setting the canister on the walk near the front door he turned and headed back to the garage to get the second. As he returned with the other canister, he likely did not hear the snapping pop of Leslie’s crossbow which occurred a fraction of a second before the missile-like bolt drove into his left temple at approximately one hundred seventy-seven miles per hour.
* * * *
“Seems all quiet upstairs now,” said Smokie in the darkness of the cold room. “You think those broads are gone?”
“How the hell should I know?” muttered Rat, “And what damned difference does it make? If they’re gone, I’m sure they’ll come back. They still might kill us and even if they don’t, I doubt they’ll just let us go. We’re screwed.”
Smokie chuckled before replying. “I figure we’re only screwed if we stay here and whine. That’s why I think we should get the hell out of here.”
“And how are we supposed to do that?” asked Rat. “We can’t bust these damned ties, I’m buck-naked and didn’t think of hiding a blade up my ass.”
“When the bitch frisked me, she didn’t check my bandana,” Smokie replied.
“Holy shit,” exclaimed Rat with renewed hope.
Not from the best of families, Smokie had grown up surrounded by relatives for whom crime was their lot in life. Of all the members of this motley crew, his uncle Spike had been his favourite and a mentor of sorts. Early on, Smokie had begun emulating Spike as best he could, the earliest example of this being the sporting of a bandana on an all but continuous basis.
On Smokie’s tenth birthday, Uncle Spike had taken him aside and presented him with a Schrade Old Timer 18OT Mighty Mite pocket knife, identical to the one Spike himself owned. Though not a collectors’ item by any means, the value of this particular knife in Spike’s opinion was in its size, or rather, lack thereof. At only 2.75 inches in length when closed, the knife was easily concealable and, as Spike had explained, the two inch locking blade could cause serious injury to an unsuspecting adversary. He had shown Smokie how to hide the knife in the folds of his bandana, grinning as he had admitted that the reason for his ever-present headwear was mainly to hide his own blade.
Smokie had cherished the knife ever since and it had actually helped him out of a few rough spots over the years when being unarmed would likely have been hazardous to his health.
“Can you get it out?” ask Rat.
“Nada,” said Smokie. “I was hoping they’d leave my hands tied in front but they retied them behind me when we got down here. Tied my ankles too.”
“At least they let you keep your pants,” Rat grumbled as he shifted around on the concrete floor, turning his back toward Smokie. “Lie back and get your head near my hands.”
They got busy and a few minutes later, they were free of their ties.
“Now what?” asked Rat. “How the hell do we get out of here?”
“I noticed that it’s just a sliding bolt to keep the door shut,” Smokie replied. “There wasn’t even a door knob, just a handle to pull it open.”
“You noticed that? Not bad for a skinny pothead,” said Rat. “So, you think we can just smash our way out of here?”
“Yep,” Smokie confirmed, guiding Rat’s hand to a spot on the door. “If you ram right around here, I think the screws are gonna rip right out of the frame.”
“Why am I doing the ramming?” demanded Rat.
“Cuz you’re a big, strong dude,” Smokie replied, “And I’m just a skinny pothead. Ram the damned door already.”
Rat took his shoulder to the door which burst open with a crack on his third attempt.
“What’s next?” he asked as they stepped into the basement, lit only by the rapidly diminishing daylight filtering through a few narrow windows.
“Let’s see what’s back there,” Smokie suggested, pointing to a closed door near the foot of the stairs and two others beneath them.
Rat headed to the first door where he found what appeared to be a guest bedroom which also doubled as storage space. Rummaging through a few boxes, he was pleased to note they contained clothing and soon found some old Bermuda shorts and a paint stained t-shirt which fit reasonably well. The sole window, he noticed, was set with anti-theft bars, eliminating it as a possible easy exit.
He left the room just as Smokie was returning and shaking his head.
“Bathroom and a furnace room back there,” Smokie whispered. “There’s a window in the furnace room but it’s got bars. There’s a chute for firewood but it won’t open, probably padlocked outside.”
“So the only way is up,” said Rat. “I can’t hear anything up there so maybe they are gone. If they aren’t, let’s hope we can catch them by surprise.”
 



Chapter 22
Saturday - 8:24 p.m.
Feeling braver and tougher than what Butch had described of Razor, Fingers unlocked the front door and, following a cursory scan of the front yard in the dimming light, sauntered off toward the garage… And froze.
Sprawled facedown on the walkway, a gasoline canister lying on its side next to him, was Razor. As Fingers hurriedly closed the gap between them, he noticed the arrow protruding from the side of his associate’s head. His heartbeat doubling, he stopped and stared for a second before turning and rushing back to the safety of the house, slamming the door shut and screaming as he bolted toward the kitchen.
* * * *
At the top of the stairs, Rat slowly turned the knob and inched the door gently inward, begging the hinges to remain silent. He breathed a sigh of relief as the door swung open without a sound, revealing the darkened hallway beyond. Cautiously, he moved forward, heading toward the light emanating from the sunroom where the women had taken him hostage upon his arrival. As he drew closer, he listened but heard nothing to indicate anyone but he and Smokie were currently in the house.
Reaching the doorway, he peeked past the frame then pulled back. A petite blonde woman, perhaps in her early thirties and definitely attractive, sat at a table, her eyes fixed on the iPad before her. Glancing back at Smokie, he held up one finger, pointed toward the sunroom and motioned him forward. He then took a deep breath and rushed into the room toward her.
“Look at what I found,” he snarled, yanking her out of the chair and gripping her in a solid bear hug from behind.
“Oh, mon Dieu,” Dominique gasped in fear as she tried to struggle out of his grip without success. “Let me go.”
“Have a look around in here,” Rat directed Smokie with a head gesture, ignoring the woman’s pleas. “See if the dumb bitches left my gun somewhere.”
“Yep,” Smokie confirmed seconds later as he spotted the small pistol lying on an end table.
Rat moved toward the couch he had occupied not long before, easily carrying the writhing woman and tossing her onto it.
“Didn’t have the pleasure of meeting you before,” he said, taking the gun Smokie handed him and pointing it at her, “But I’m damned happy to meet you now. We’re gonna have a little chat first and a whole lot of fun together after.”
* * * *
Leslie couldn’t believe her luck when the second man had stepped out onto the front walk but before she could get him in her sights, he had rushed back to the safety of the house. Disappointed but far from discouraged, she started making her way back to the other three women, giving them a mobile update as she went.
“I couldn’t get the second guy,” she reported. “He went back in too quickly. I’m coming back to join you and we’ll decide what our best bet is to get in there.”
A man’s voice came through her earpiece saying, “Look at what I found,” followed by Dominique’s, “Oh, mon Dieu. Let me go.”
“Aww, fuck,” Leslie muttered as she broke into a run. “Ladies, I’m going to help her. Stay on the call but mute your phones. He could notice her Bluetooth at any time.”
* * * *
Smokie glanced at the iPad on the table just as the screen was fading. Tapping it, the tablet came back to life and he studied it for a few seconds before turning to Rat and the woman with a grin.
“Come check this out, Rat,” he said, holding out the iPad. “The little lady was watching everything going on next door. See? There’re the three old guys in the dining room and there’s Butch with Shades and Fingers in the kitchen. Fingers is freaking out about something. Wonder what that’s about?”
“Yep, he freaking out alright,” Rat replied, staring the screen for a moment before raising his eyes to Dominique. “Hidden cameras. So that’s how your bitch friend knew about the ketchup and mustard. Butch is gonna love this. Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?”
“Va te faire foutre,” Dominique replied.
“What was that?” asked Rat, taken aback.
“That was French,” Smokie replied. “We are in Quebec, ya know.”
“I know we’re in Quebec, you idiot,” Rat snapped, “But it sounded fancy how she said it, like from Paris or something.”
“Oui, Paris,” said Dominique.
“Is that where you’re from?” asked Smokie.
“Pardon?” Dominique replied, looking puzzled. “Qu’est-ce que vous dites?”
“Aw, dammit,” exclaimed Rat in frustration. “Do you speak English?”
“L’anglais? Moi? Non,” said Dominique.
“But, you said something in English before,” Rat argued.
“Quoi?” said Dominique.
“What did she say?” asked Smokie.
“I think it means what,” Rat replied.
“No, before,” said Smokie. “You said she spoke in English before. What did she say?”
“Christ, I don’t remember,” Rat snarled. “But it sounded like English.”
“Maybe she said something in French but it sounded like English,” Smokie suggested.
“De quoi parlez-vous?” Dominique demanded.
“Shit, this is gonna be tougher than I thought,” Rat muttered.
* * * *
‘That’s my girl,’ thought Leslie as she approached the neighbor’s yard through the trees. ‘Keep them going just a minute longer.’
“Les!” came Sandy’s urgent whisper from the darkness to one side, causing her to stop in her tracks.
“What are you doing here?” Leslie asked as she joined Sandy behind a tall copse of shrubs.
“Backing you up,” Sandy replied. “I was closer than you were so I knew I’d get here in time. How are we doing this?”
“I’m hoping they’re still in the sunroom,” said Leslie, taking advantage of the moment to cock and arm the crossbow. “If they are, I can take at least one out. You go around the front. I don’t think they’ve noticed Dom’s earpiece so we’ll take a chance and un-mute our phones to stay in touch. If I need you inside, I’ll let you know. If one of them comes out, shoot him.”
Sandy nodded and quickly disappeared into the brush as she headed toward the front of the property. As she crept along the edge of the clearing on the side of the house, the stack of chopped firewood, or more precisely, the axe protruding from the chopping block, caught her eye. Noting the side windows were dark, she ran in a crouch, yanked the axe out and hurried to the front corner of the home. Following a quick glance to confirm the coast was clear, she hurried across the lawn and up the steps onto the wide porch which spanned the width of the building, taking cover against the wall by the front door.
* * * *
With his eye still on Dominique, Rat addressed Smokie. “As much as I’d like to strip this little bitch down and show her what it’s really like to fuck with me, I think we should haul her ass next door and let Butch decide how to deal with her. Keep an eye on her while I get my own clothes back on.”
He handed Smokie the gun then stripped off the clothes he had found and donned his jeans, t-shirt and running shoes.
“How’d you end up here, anyway?” he asked as he tied his shoes.
“Two of them ambushed me as I was driving on the road just out front,” answered Smokie. “One was pretending to be passed out on the shoulder and the other was freaking out and begging for help. Then they pulled guns on me, got me back in the truck and drove me here.”
“Go see if the truck’s still out there somewhere,” said Rat, reaching for the pistol with one hand as he pulled his phone from his jeans pocket with the other. “I’ll keep an eye on our little lady here while I bring Butch up to speed.”
Smokie nodded and headed toward the front door while Rat turned his phone on and waited for a signal to place his call.
* * * *
“And you’re sure it’s an arrow?” Butch asked, not for the first time.
“It’s a fucking arrow, Butch,” Fingers replied before taking another pull of vodka from the bottle. “Go see for yourself if you don’t damned believe me. It’s stuck right in the side of his head, sticking out about a foot.”
“Don’t get your shorts in a knot,” Butch snarled. “I didn’t say I don’t believe you but really, a fucking arrow?”
His phone trilled at that moment, interrupting their argument.
“Well, God damn it to hell,” said Butch in surprise as he looked at the call display. “It’s Rat.”
* * * *
As one would expect with a sunroom, three of the four walls enclosing the comfortable space currently occupied by Dominique and Rat consisted mainly of large windows, most of which were open with only the screens separating the inside from the outside.
From where Leslie was now positioned, she had a clear view of Rat where he stood inside, barely twenty feet away, a distance made to seem even shorter as she watched him through the scope. Taking careful aim, she could not afford to miss and had no intention of doing so, she slowly exhaled and pulled the trigger of the crossbow.
* * * *
Though Dominique was doing her best to appear brave in the face of her captors, she was a quivering mess of fear on the inside, well aware that the cards likely held pain, suffering and death for her in the not too distant future. However, things sometimes quickly change in life and, on occasion, for the better.
She sat on the couch, glaring at the brute who stood before her, his gun trained on her in his left hand, his phone held to his ear with his right hand as he waited for his call to be answered. She blinked and he was suddenly lowering both hands and dropping the gun and phone, a dazed expression on his face, his eyes glazed over. As he started to fall forward toward her, he tried to raise his hands to his neck and she noticed the bolt. Sticking out some six inches from just below his ear on the right side, the other end protruded about the same length from his left ear.
Rolling off the couch, she managed to get out of the way, avoiding his landing on her. The door leading in from the porch opened and Leslie rushed in, putting a finger to her lips.
She leaned over and picked up the phone, disconnecting the call before speaking. “Where’s the other one?”
“Gone to find his truck,” Dominique replied, pointing toward the front door.
“Stay here, babe,” said Leslie, pausing just long enough to load her last bolt before disappearing into the dining room beyond.
* * * *
“Hello? HELLO?” Butch shouted into the phone. “RAT? WHAT THE HELL’S GOING ON?”
“Aww, Jesus Christ,” he snarled, slapping the phone onto the kitchen table. “The bastard hung up on me.”
“Are you sure it was him?” asked Shades.
“Who the hell else could it be?” Butch challenged. “It was his damned phone, you idiot.”
“But if someone got him, they would have his phone,” Shade argued as patiently as possible, “So they could have made the call.”
“Oh yeah? And how would they know my number?” Butch demanded.
“Aww, jeez, bro,” said Shades, standing and shaking his head. “Fucking speed dial, man.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Butch conceded. “I can’t even think straight anymore with all this shit going on and I’ve had it. Those bastards in the other room have to know what the hell is happening. I’m sure of that. I’m going to take a leak and then they’re going to start talking.”
* * * *
Alex paced impatiently in the marina’s parking lot, waiting for his brother to arrive while the three men he had selected to accompany him calmly smoked and chatted by his Audi Q7. Though he hoped they would not have to use any of them, several handguns, rifles and baseball bats had been loaded in the cargo area of the SUV.
The sound of a vehicle turning into the parking lot got Alex’s attention but he was disappointed to see a red E-Series Wagon rather than his brother’s Escalade. However, as the mini-bus pulled to a stop beside him, he realized that Serge was at the wheel with five other men lounging on the seats behind him.
“Where did you get this?” Alex asked as his brother lowered the window.
“My long-term guest at the pub was driving it,” Serge replied with a smile. “I figured I might as well use it because he certainly doesn’t need it for a while. You’re ready to go?”
“All set,” said Alex. “We were waiting for you guys to arrive.”
“What about the boats?” asked Serge.
“They left about five minutes ago,” replied Alex. “Two boats with four men in each.”
“So, eighteen of us in all,” said Serge. “That should be enough.”
“I would think so,” Alex agreed. “It’s nice to have family and friends for special occasions. Let’s get going.”
* * * *
Smokie stepped out the front door and, not bothering to close it behind him, began crossing the porch to the steps when he sensed more than heard movement to his left behind him. He turned in time to see Sandy swinging the axe at him, a move which saved his life. The blade, which would have caught him on the back of the neck and likely decapitated him, swung mere inches from his face, mainly because he launched himself in a backward dive down the half dozen concrete steps.
Landing with a thud on his back, he began to crab walk in desperation as Sandy came after him with the axe raised above her shoulder, ready to strike.
“Gimme a break, lady,” he pleaded, ceasing his crawl as he realized trying to escape was futile. “I’m just trying to get outta here. I didn’t do anything except go along for the ride.”
“You bastards kidnapped my husband and friends,” said Sandy, stopping her advance. “You beat them, destroyed our property, stole from us–”
“I never touched any of them,” Smokie interrupted, “And I didn’t break nothing. All I did was drink some of your beer and eat a burger. Tie me back up, call the cops and turn me in if you want to but don’t kill me like an animal.”
“Get up,” Sandy ordered as she took a step back.
“Okay,” Smokie replied. “Just don’t hit me with that thing.”
Keeping an eye on Sandy, he gingerly rose to his feet and brought his hands to his head, seemingly adjusting his bandana.
“What are you do–” Sandy started to ask when he suddenly lunged toward her.
Just as quickly, he staggered back and gasped, dropping the small knife he held as he grasped as the arrow imbedded deep into his chest. His knees buckled and gravity took over, pulling him to the ground in a crumpled heap.
“The bastards had to have a knife to get out of those zip-ties,” said Leslie as she descended from the porch, “And I doubt Rat had one stashed somewhere in his birthday suit so that left this dude. I figured he’d use it if he had a chance. Are you okay?”
Sandy nodded. “Just a little rattled and really pissed off. Is Dominique okay?”
“I haven’t asked yet but I think so,” Leslie replied, confirming Smokie was dead before yanking the bolt out of his chest. “Let’s go check on her then we have to get back to your place and end this thing.”
“What about him?” asked Sandy, still glaring at Smokie’s body.
“He’s not going anywhere,” said Leslie. “We’ll pick him up later. Come on.”
 



Chapter 23
Saturday - 8:42 p.m.
“Okay, ladies,” Leslie announced as she and Sandy hurried through the woods, “We’re back on live so un-mute your phones. Dominique’s okay, still at the neighbor’s house and intent on using the gun I left her if she has to. Sandy and I are on our way. We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
“I’m in the trees out front where you were before, Sandy,” was Josée’s response. “Cathy’s going to check the sliding doors to the den and I’m covering her in case someone comes out.”
“Be careful, Cathy,” Leslie cautioned as she and Sandy accelerated their pace. “I wish you’d wait until we’re back.”
“I’m just checking,” Cathy whispered from outside the den. She reached for the door, pushed on the handle and added. “It’s unlocked.”
“We’ll be there in two minutes,” said Leslie, breaking into a run.
“I’ll be inside,” Cathy replied then slid the door open and slipped out of Josée’s sight.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Leslie muttered but nobody responded.
* * * *
Convinced that someone was out there eliminating his crew, Butch had decided to do a security tour of the house upon leaving the bathroom. As he walked by the den, he noticed the voile curtain covering the patio door flutter as if in a sudden breeze. He stepped into the darkened room and moved past a large wall unit which housed some entertainment equipment, crouching beyond it to watch and wait. He knew the door had been shut earlier, having entered through it and closed it himself, but one of his crew might have since left the door ajar. However, this just might be whoever had been getting rid of his men attempting to come in and finish the job and, if this was the case, Butch had no intention of giving in without a fight.
He waited for a moment and was rewarded for his patience when he heard the door slide open a bit further and a silhouette appeared. The curtain was pushed aside and the intruder entered and crouched by the door. Butch was shocked, even angered to note it was a woman and adrenaline coursed through his veins as he anticipated making her pay for the trouble she had caused him.
He remained still, hoping she did not see him, as he wished to take her completely by surprise, though he had no qualms with simply shooting her if he was spotted. She remained where she was, motionless for a moment, during which time she gave the room no more than a cursory glance before rising to her feet and creeping toward the hallway. Reaching the arched doorway, she paused to peek around the corner while withdrawing a handgun from somewhere inside her denim jacket. With her back to him and her attention elsewhere, Butch rose and moved silently in on her.
* * * *
“Cathy, where the hell are you?” asked Leslie, she and Sandy having rejoined Josée behind the wall of conifers along the front of the Barry property.
“I can’t talk right now,” Cathy replied, her whisper barely audible.
“She’s in the den, right by the hallway,” Dominique informed them, having scanned the cameras to locate their friend. “I can barely see anything though, because it’s dark.”
“Cathy, please just stay put,” Leslie begged. “Find somewhere to hide until we move in. We just need to–”
“Oh, non,” Dominique’s voice cut in. “Cathy, look out!”
* * * *
As Cathy heard Dominique’s warning, her legs were kicked out from under her, sending her crashing to the hardwood floor. Pain flashed through her left arm as her elbow took the brunt of the fall and her pistol went skidding down the hallway, well out of reach. Immediately, her attacker was on her, dropping heavily with his knees onto her back as he rained blows to her head. Raising her arms to protect herself did not stop the animal who continued his volley for a moment before rising to his feet. After kicking at her torso a couple of times for good measure, he finally stepped back.
“Get up, bitch,” he ordered as he flicked on the light.
Sobbing and gasping for breath, Cathy attempted to get up on her hands and knees but the pain in her left arm sent a wave of dizziness and nausea coursing through her and she sprawled back to the floor.
“I said get up,” Butch growled, kicking her in the thigh.
Cathy retched then groaned, “I can’t. I think my arm is broken.”
Butch leaned down, grabbed her by the hair and yanked her to her feet before slamming her face first against the wall.
“Now you’re standing,” he said, pressing against her, one hand still clutching her hair, the other pushing the muzzle of his revolver against her neck. “Don’t make me have to help you up again, understand?”
Cathy nodded wordlessly, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Releasing her, Butch stepped back and asked, “Anything else on you like that gun you dropped?”
“Just my phone,” Cathy replied, “Top left pocket of my jacket.”
Butch slipped his hand over her shoulder, pulled the phone out and threw it into the far corner of the den.
“Not that I don’t trust you,” he said, “But I wanna make sure you didn’t forget about anything else.”
She tensed as he frisked her, cringing as his fingers strayed and groped a little too long on her breasts, buttocks and thighs but after a moment, he pulled away, the pat-down over.
“Turn around,” he ordered.
Cathy turned slowly, wincing in pain and maintaining contact with the wall for support. Staring up at him with anger and fear, she recognized him as Butch, the leader of the gang. She fought another wave of nausea as he looked her over, his eyes roaming down her body, a faint smile on his lips as he went.
“I think we’re gonna have some fun together,” he said, finally returning his gaze to hers, “But first, I wanna know more about you, get to know you a little better. Have a seat over there and you and me are gonna have a chat.”
* * * *
The others could still hear Cathy’s responses and her captor’s distant words so they were certain her earpiece had not yet been discovered.
“Cathy, we’re ending this call,” said Leslie. “Lose the earpiece if you can. Cooperate and say you’re alone. We’re on our way.”
She ended their conference call and set up another sans Cathy.
“I didn’t want her still linked up if he checks her phone,” she explained once the new call was established. “Dom, you’ll continue to be our secret eyes and you’re doing great, babe. The slightest thing you see that can help, you let us know.”
“Absolument,” Dominique acknowledged.
Leslie pulled out a sheet of paper and unfolded it, a rough sketch of the house she had drawn earlier, illuminating it with a penlight as Sandy and Josée crowded around her.
“As things stand now, here’s what we’re going to do,” she said and proceeded to explain her plan.
* * * *
As Cathy left the wall to move to the couch, she stumbled a little and raised her hands to her head.
“I’m a little dizzy,” she muttered, palming the Bluetooth device.
“Aww, you poor thing,” Butch replied before shoving her from behind, causing her to pitch forward onto the couch. “You shoulda minded your damned business and maybe you wouldn’t be so dizzy.”
She moved to the farthest end of the couch, cowering into the corner and managing to slip the earpiece out of sight behind a seat cushion. To her relief, her captor did not sit next to her but rather, pushed a center table aside with his foot, clearing any obstacle between them then dropped into an armchair across from her.
“There, we’re nice and comfy so now we can chat. I’m Butch,” he said with a smile which quickly disappeared. “Now, who the fuck are you?”
“I-I’m Becky,” Cathy replied.
“Becky who?” Butch demanded.
“Becky Thatcher,” Cathy blurted the first thing which came to mind and hoped Butch wouldn’t catch her Twainian slip.
“Okay, Becky,” said Butch, “So what are you, a cop or something?”
“No, no, I’m not a cop,” Cathy stammered, her mind spinning as she tried to come up with a plausible story. “I-I work in security, that’s why I have a gun, but I’m not a cop.”
“Security, eh?” Butch pushed on. “What kinda security?”
“Uh, armored transport,” Cathy replied. “I-I work for Brinks.”
Butch nodded in approval. “No shit. We’ll have to talk more about that later. You could maybe give me some inside tips and stuff. Hell, maybe we can work a job together, but for now, I wanna know what the hell you’re doing here.”
“I, uh, I’m staying at a friend’s house next door,” Cathy started, taking her time, hoping to stretch things as long as possible. “She and her husband are away on vacation and she invited me to spend some time here while they’re gone–”
“I give a rat’s ass about that,” Butch interrupted. “Why did you come here with a gun?”
“I-I was next door, at the dock,” Cathy replied. “I was tying up the boat I rented and this man came up on another boat. He told me there seemed to be some trouble here but he didn’t want to get involved. He said maybe I should call the police.”
“Who was this guy?” asked Butch. “You have a name? What did he look like?”
Cathy shrugged. “He wasn’t someone I knew but, like I said, I’m not from around here. He looked about your age, early twenties, tall and husky with dark, wavy hair. I did ask his name and he said it was Rat, or something like that.”
“Rat?” Butch repeated. “Are you sure that’s what he said?”
“That’s what I understood,” Cathy replied. “I thought it was a strange name but I figured it must be a nickname.”
“Okay, so what did this Rat tell you?” asked Butch, obviously interested.
“Not much, really,” said Cathy, doing her best to look pensive. “Pretty much like I said before, that there seemed to be trouble here. I asked him what kind of trouble and that’s when he said he didn’t want to get involved and maybe I should call the police.”
“What kind of boat did he have?” Butch asked.
“Hmm, I don’t know very much about boats,” Cathy replied then went on to give a fairly accurate, visual description of the Barrys’ powerboat.
“Damn,” Butch muttered when she was done, lost in thought, his expression almost one of sadness.
“Is something wrong?” asked Cathy, trying to extend their conversation.
Butch looked up at her and his gaze hardened. “Yeah, something’s wrong. I asked you what the fuck you’re doing here and you’re just feeding me bullshit and not answering my question.”
“I’m sorry. I was getting to that,” said Cathy. “After Rat left, I thought about calling the police like he’d suggested but didn’t really think I should without knowing if something was wrong here or not so I got my gun and came over.”
“So, why’d you come inside like a damned robber?” Butch demanded.
Cathy allowed herself to glare at him. “The cars outside are damaged, there’s a bashed up motorcycle on the lawn and a body on the walk with an arrow sticking out of its head.”
“And you don’t know anything about that?” Butch challenged, “My bike smashed, my guys getting killed and disappearing?”
“All I know is what I’ve told you,” Cathy replied. “With what I saw, I didn’t think ringing the doorbell was the smartest thing to do.”
Butch gazed at her and smiled again. “The smart thing to do would have been to get the hell away from here and mind your damned business. I don’t know that I believe your story, sweetie, but since you decided to join the party, let’s have some fun. Get up. We’ll go get a drink, you’ll meet our hosts and my buddies then you and me will have us a sweet little time together.”
* * * *
“Très bien,” Alex said into his phone before ending the call and dialling his brother’s mobile. “Serge, the boats are in place.”
“Excellent,” Serge replied. “I’ll call Sandy and let her know we’re here.”
* * * *
“I’m ready to go in,” said Sandy.
“I’m in position,” Josée confirmed from outside the French doors leading to the dining room.
“Same here,” said Leslie who crouched on the roof by the kitchen skylight. “Dominique, what are we looking at?”
“Butch is still in the den, talking with Cathy,” Dominique reported. “The guy with the sunglasses is on the loveseat in the dining room and the other one is walking back and forth in the kitchen.”
“Yeah, I see him,” Leslie replied. “Sandy, are you good to go in first and handle Butch?”
“I’m definitely good,” Sandy replied. “Where is he in the den, Dominique?”
“He’s sitting in the armchair between the sliding doors and the window,” said Dominique. “Cathy is on the couch across from him.”
“Got it,” Sandy acknowledged, relieved to know she’d have a clear shot at Butch without putting Cathy’s life in danger.
“So, a quick recap,” said Leslie. “Sandy takes out Butch. As soon as it’s done, Josée and I go in and take the two others. We’re good?”
“Let’s do this,” Josée replied.
“Good here,” said Sandy. “I’m going in.”
As she spoke the words, a beep came through her earpiece, indicating another call.
“Aw, crap I’m getting another call,” she whispered, pulling her phone out to look at the display. “It’s Serge. He might have something for us.”
“Take it,” said Leslie. “Hurry.”
“Allo, Serge,” said Sandy, switching calls. “This isn’t a good time. What is it?”
“Bonjour, Sandy,” Serge replied, noting the urgency in her hushed tone. “I will be brief. We have eighteen men in two cars and two boats only seconds away if you need help.”
“Serge, stay where you are,” Sandy pleaded. “We’re at a critical point and we hope this will be over in the next few minutes.”
“We are keeping our word,” Serge replied. “But we wanted to be close by to help quickly if needed. Call me or Alex and all our men will be there in seconds.”
“I will, Serge,” Sandy promised, “But don’t move in unless I call you. You may be hearing gunfire soon. Now I have to go.”
“Bonne chance, Sandy,” said Serge before cutting the connection.
“Okay, I’m back,” said Sandy to the other women. “Help is close by if we need it but they’re staying clear until told otherwise.”
“Good,” Leslie replied. “Set to go?”
“I’m going in now,” Sandy confirmed.
She unlocked the door to the mudroom at the south end of the house and pushed it open, thankful for its well oiled hinges. Slipping inside, she closed the door behind her and crept toward the hallway which would lead her to the den some twenty feet away. Peering past the door jamb, she could see light spilling into the darkened hallway from the den’s entrance. Her heart raced as she heard the indistinguishable murmur of a man’s voice, likely Butch’s, and realized how close he was and how soon he would pay for his crimes with his life.
As she stepped into the hallway, Dominique’s voice came through her earpiece. “Butch is getting up and so is Cathy. He has his arm around her neck now and his gun against her head. They’re leaving the den.”
Sandy stepped back into the mudroom, out of sight, just as Cathy emerged from the den, Butch pressed against her, using her as a shield. A wall mirror at the end of the hallway offered Sandy a clear view of them and she froze in position as she realized Butch might see her reflection as well. However, the hallway and mudroom were dark and, after barely a glance in her direction, Butch shoved Cathy out and they headed the other way. They stopped briefly while he scooped up Cathy’s errant pistol then moved on and disappeared to the left, the kitchen and dining room their obvious destination.
“They’re heading your way,” Sandy murmured.
“Stay put for now, Sandy,” Leslie replied. “I’d like them to be all in the same area so we can hit from all sides.”
* * * *
“Hey, boys, look what I found us,” Butch announced as he entered the dining room, propelling Cathy by the arm ahead of him.
“Aw, Christ, Cathy,” Dave moaned, blanching as he watched his wife stumble into the room.
Butch yanked Cathy to a halt and turned to Dave. “What did you call her?”
“What are you doing here, baby?” Dave asked with tears in his eyes, ignoring Butch.
“I asked you a fucking question,” Butch bellowed, wrapping an arm around Cathy’s neck and pressing the muzzle of his gun against her temple. “Fucking answer me or I’ll blow this bitch’s brains out.”
“I called her Cathy,” Dave replied. “Now, leave her alone.”
Fury shone in Butch’s eyes as he spoke. “Cathy, huh? Why’d the lying slut say her name was Becky? Who is she, Captain? Where do you know this whore from?”
“She’s my wife, Butch,” Dave said, the deadly undertone in his voice unmistakable. “Just let her go.”
“You’re in no position to tell me what to do, asshole,” Butch snapped, “And I’ll do whatever I want with her. I guess lying just runs in the family, don’t it. Well, Captain, you know what happens when people lie to me. They gotta be taught a lesson and it ain’t no different for your little lady here.”
“You’ll regret what you’re doing, Butch,” Dave warned, his face now white with anger. “Let her go.”
“Fingers, get some tape and shut the captain up before I shoot the bastard,” Butch ordered as he dragged Cathy backwards to the dining room table. “Shades, come and give me a hand with the lady here.”
“Give this up, Butch,” Chris pleaded as he watched the thug shove Cathy against the end of the table, pushing her down so she lay flat on her face.
“Fingers, tape up the other two while you’re at it. They’re just gonna whine,” said Butch before turning back to Cathy. “You just be a good girl and cooperate and you might even enjoy it.”
He kicked her legs apart, pinning her to the table with one hand behind her neck, his gun pressed firmly to the back of her head while Shades proceeded to tape her ankles to the table legs. Fingers, done with his duties of muzzling their three captives, joined his accomplices and got busy securing one of Cathy’s wrists to a further table leg while Shades looked after the other. Throughout, Cathy remained cooperative and silent, offering neither resistance nor the barest whimper.
“Well, she ain’t no spring chicken,” said Butch, gazing at the spread-eagled woman before him, “But she still looks damned good if you ask me.”
“Sweet butt,” Fingers added, winking at Dave before returning his gaze to Cathy. “Maybe we should have stripped her down before trussing her up.”
“Nothing good old scissors can’t fix and I saw some in that knife block in the kitchen,” Butch replied, laying his revolver down on a nearby credenza before starting to remove his belt. “Go get them and cut these clothes off the lady. She’s earned herself a bare-ass whippin’ by lying to me and I’m itching to give it to her.”
* * * *
“They taped Cathy to the table,” said Dominique. “Now one of them is going to the kitchen.”
“I see him,” said Leslie, watching from the skylight above. “Where are the others?”
“Butch is standing behind Cathy,” Dominique replied in a worried tone. “He’s removed his belt. I think he’s going to whip her.”
“Where’s the other?” Leslie urged.
“He’s standing in front of the French doors,” said Dominique.
“He’s right in front of me,” Josée confirmed, staring at the silhouette on the voile curtains from where she stood outside, a few feet from the doorway and ready to go.
“Sandy, start moving,” Leslie directed. “We’re going in a few seconds.”
* * * *
“I’ve got just what we need,” were Fingers last words as he strolled under the skylight in the kitchen on his way back to the dining room. A second later, he was falling to the floor, dead from the impact of nine double-aught pellets fired from Leslie’s shotgun through the skylight above, glass showering the mangled corpse.
As Leslie dropped into the kitchen through the now glassless skylight, a second shotgun boomed, this one from outside the French doors leading to the dining room. Travelling at a speed of some fifteen hundred feet per second, this round of pellets easily tore through the glass and wood barrier before ripping into Shades’ back and internal organs beyond and catapulting his lifeless body to the center of the room.
Taken completely by surprise, Butch froze for a couple of seconds before attempting to react. As he turned to the credenza to retrieve his revolver, his legs were kicked out from under him, sending him crashing to the floor on his back. Looking up, he found himself staring into the barrels of not one but two shotguns held by as many women. A third approached with a handgun aimed at his chest.
“Twitch and you’re dead,” said the redhead he had seen drop in through the skylight.
“I’m not moving a muscle, lady,” Butch replied, remaining very still.
“Put your feet together,” the familiar looking blonde with the handgun ordered, zip-tying his ankles once he had complied.
“Now, very carefully, roll onto you stomach,” said the redhead, “Hands behind your back.”
He rolled over and as the blonde was securing his wrists, he realized who she was and chuckled.
“You’re Mrs. Barry,” he said with a grin. “You bitches didn’t really go to L.A. Bunch of fucking liars.”
Sandy rose to her feet and responded by kicking him several times in the ribs. After patting him down and relieving him of a switchblade, phone and wallet, the women turned their attention to freeing Cathy and the men.
Cathy, the first to be cut loose, went to Butch as soon as she was free, raining a volley of blows to his head before spotting his gun on the credenza.
“You’re dead, you motherfucker,” she shrieked, hitting the side of his face repeatedly with the heavy handgun before standing and aiming at his head.
“Cathy, don’t,” shouted her husband, the tape on his mouth gone but still partially tethered to the chair while Leslie sawed at his remaining bonds.
“Why not?” Cathy demanded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “He’s an animal. He would have killed you. He deserves to die.”
“It’s not for you to do, sweetheart,” Dave pleaded, now freed and approaching. “Give me the gun.”
“He was going to kill you, Dave,” Cathy repeated. “He was going to kill Chris and Jon too. He was going to rape and kill me. He needs to pay for what he did and what he was going to do.”
“He does need to pay, sweetheart,” Dave agreed, “But it’s not up to you to deliver the sentence.”
“Listen to your husband,” said Butch from where he lay on the floor. “He’s a cop. He knows this shit.”
“Shut the hell up,” Dave bellowed, delivering a kick of his own at the hog-tied thug before turning to his wife. “Please, Cathy. Give me the gun.”
“He’s right, Cathy,” said Chris. “Give Dave the gun.”
She looked around at her friends who, one by one, nodded in agreement. Sighing, she removed her finger from the trigger and handed the gun to Dave who laid it back down on the credenza.
“Let’s get this garbage off the floor,” he said, reaching down for Butch.
Chris joined him and together, they pulled Butch upright and dragged him a few feet before shoving him into the captain’s chair which until recently had been occupied by Chris. Jonathan joined them with a roll of duct tape and Butch was soon bound to the chair with several layers of tape wrapped across his chest and around the chair back.
“Not real comfortable with my arms behind me,” Butch muttered.
Jonathan responded by slapping a strip of tape across Butch’s mouth before turning to the others.
“Well, that was quite a day,” he said, giving Josée a hug. “Is everyone okay?”
“Now we are,” Sandy replied, her eyes glistening as she squeezed Chris tightly.
“Nobody got hurt?” asked Dave, his arms wrapped around Cathy.
“Banged elbow is all,” his wife replied, her voice cracking. “Nothing like what you three went through with these animals.”
“We fared okay,” Jonathan reassured her before addressing Leslie. “What are we looking at?”
“A damned mess,” she replied. “Besides this asshole, two are alive and under guard.”
“Who has them?” ask Chris.
“The Morin brothers,” Sandy replied, “Who are also waiting nearby in case we need help.”
“This party’s over so you might as well tell them to go home,” said Chris. “We’ll call them in a bit about the captives. Where are the others?”
“Bodies which aren’t here are at the neighbor’s,” Leslie replied. “We’ve got some cleaning up to do.”
Jonathan sighed. “Tell me about it. We’re going to have to think a bit to determine how to handle this.”
“And all of this because of this son of a bitch,” Dave growled as he ripped the tape off Butch’s mouth. “What do you have to say, asshole?”
Butch looked up at Dave with a smirk on his face. “Well, Captain, all I have to say is that it looks like it’s our lucky day.”
“Is that right, Butch?” Dave asked. “Why is it our lucky day?”
Butch laughed then replied. “Well, it’s your lucky day because these super bitches managed to outsmart me and my crew and save your ass. Believe me when I tell you that otherwise, you and your two bozos would have been dead by morning, but only after you would have watched me and my guys fuck your whore wife every way possible and torture the hell out of her.”
“You’re something else, Butch,” Dave replied, maintaining his composure. “You really would have done that?”
“Hell, yeah,” Butch confirmed. “We woulda had a nasty time. I just wish all these sluts had been here when we arrived cuz things woulda been different. Me and my boys woulda had the party of a lifetime with these broads to mess with and you three idiots watching every minute of it.”
“And you can just sit there and tell me this?” asked Dave, shaking his head before turning to Chris and Jon. “You both know how much respect I’ve always had for you two, even though we didn’t always share the same vision of how things should be done, but Butch here has me seeing things in a different light.”
“He certainly has an ‘eye-opener’ flare to him,” Chris replied. “Some people just stand out like that and make you think.”
“I’ve seen my share of those,” Jonathan added. “Like it or not, they do have an impact on one’s perspective.”
“I know exactly what you mean,” Dave agreed. “It’s almost like a fog has cleared in my head.”
“But, you’re okay with that?” Chris asked. “It mustn’t change who you are.”
“No worries. I’m fine with it,” said Dave as he turned back to their captive. “Your crew is gone, dead, Butch. You’re the prisoner now, tied up, totally defenceless and you have the gall to say these things to me?”
“Damned straight, Captain,” Butch jeered. “You wanna know why?”
Dave nodded. “Yes, Butch, I want to know why. Tell me why.”
“Remember how I just told you it was my lucky day too?” Butch asked, seeming almost giddy.
“Yes, I remember,” Dave replied. “Why is it your lucky day, Butch?”
“Because you’re the cop arresting me,” Butch replied with a grin. “I told you I hoped if I got arrested, it would be by you cuz you told me you’re an honest cop who plays by the book. You remember telling me that?”
“Yes, Butch,” said Dave, nodding. “I do remember telling you that.”
Butch chuckled and said, “So, there you go, Captain. I can tell you whatever the hell I like because you’re a straight motherfucker who goes by the rules.”
Dave gazed at him for a moment with an almost amused expression. He then went to the credenza and returned with Butch’s revolver.
“Can I tell you something, Butch?” he asked, smiling at the crew leader.
“Be my guest, Captain,” Butch replied.
“You’re forgetting something from all our discussions,” Dave continued, “And I’m actually kind of surprised since you’re the one who kept pointing this out all along. Do you remember what it is, Butch?”
“Hmm, could be a lot of things, Captain,” said Butch. “Why don’t ya just tell me?”
Dave’s expression went from pleasant to deadly as he replied, “I’m a liar,” before raising the gun and pulling the trigger.
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Chapter One
Nobody had moved Meggie Kerr’s wheelchair or the restraints on her head for more than twenty minutes, and so it was that she was staring at the path when the woman came looking for her.
Meggie had not moved her body in seven years. No sound had passed through her lips. Only her eyes and one twitching finger gave indication she was alive and not in a persistent vegetative state. And so it was easy for the staff to forget her. In this case, they’d wheeled her with the other patients onto the brick patio of the hummingbird garden, then placed her with her back to the mossy wall. From there, she could watch the flight path of the hummingbirds as they darted in and out to plunder the ring of feeders. All the other patients sat in the sun, either in their wheelchairs, or lifted to benches.
It was a chill morning, and water dripped from the stone wall onto the back of her neck, but Meggie had no way to tell the aides that she was uncomfortable. She could no more move her tongue than she could sprout hummingbird wings and flit away into the forest. Her jaw may as well have been the rock ledge, and her vocal cords lay still as the dead volcanoes that loomed over the trees, shrouded in mist and low-lying clouds.
The hiker wore jeans and shorts, with a scarf over her dark hair, and a water bottle in hand. Except for the visible swelling in her abdomen—maybe seven months along—she looked like a typical tourist exploring the Costa Rican cloud forest. Only there was something about the way her eyes darted around the clearing. She didn’t look up at the teak and mahogany buildings of Colina Nublosa that blended tastefully into the hillside of the abandoned coffee finca. Her eyes didn’t follow the blur of hummingbirds—ruby-throated, rufous-tailed, and the iridescent green hermits, with their shimmering plumage—as they zipped back and forth in a riot of movement and colors.
The woman looked at the patients. And not the ones who’d been lifted to the benches, either, those who could move their heads or speak in slow, slurring tones. There were at least fifteen residents on the patio, but the woman seemed to instinctively pick out the lowest functioning. She looked into the eyes of Danica Crumfeld, a woman in her sixties with MLS. She studied Felicia Biggs, a woman with profound mental disability who came from a family of wealthy investment bankers. She was looking at the people who couldn’t move on their own, studying them with a sharp, aggressive look. And not men, either. Women.
My God, she’s looking for me.
Meggie’s heartbeat accelerated, her stomach flopped, and her mouth felt dry. She swallowed reflexively. She couldn’t turn her head to follow as the woman moved out of view—if not for the restraints, her head would have flopped forward onto her chest—but she could move her right index finger. Other than her eyes, it was the only body part that her injury-ravaged brain could still control. Her hand rested on the metal armrest, and she brought down her well-manicured fingernail and tapped it twice.
A flurry of Spanish sounded to one side. Rodrigo had come back from smoking with his buddies on the grounds crew and discovered the woman.
“I’m sorry,” the woman said with an American accent. “No hablo español. Is this the way to the Devil’s Cauldron? The hot springs?”
“No hot springs, no,” Rodrigo said in heavily accented English. He sounded angry.
He switched to Spanish. In spite of his penchant for taking endless smoke breaks, Rodrigo was one of the good ones, not one who treated the lower-functioning residents like potted plants to be carried outside every morning, then carefully wheeled in again. But like all the rest, he took Colina Nublosa’s privacy seriously, and he was letting the woman have it. She didn’t understand, or pretended not to.
“My husband and his brother came up this way. I stopped to rest because—” Here there was a sound like her patting her belly. “—and I lost them. I was following the signs. Isn’t this the way up?”
The woman backed into Meggie’s view again. Rodrigo had his arms outstretched and shooed her back toward the path leading down from the facility.
Meggie tapped her fingernail. The woman was darting her eyes back and forth at the patients, even as Rodrigo drove her back. But she hadn’t spotted Meggie yet, back in the shadows and out of the way.
Look at me! Look!
A man called in English from the direction of the main buildings. “Who are you? What is your name?”
Meggie’s stomach dropped.
It was Jerry Usher, facility director, and he sounded pissed.
“I don’t want any trouble,” the woman said. “I’m just looking for the Devil’s Cauldron.”
“I asked you a question. What’s your name?”
“None of your business. Look, is it here, or not?”
“There’s a sign at the gate,” Usher said. “In Spanish, English, German, and Dutch. No trespassing. This is not the path to the hot springs.”
“I didn’t see any sort of sign.” She still sounded defensive. “Anyway, the gate was open.”
“It was closed.”
“If you didn’t want anyone coming up, maybe you should have locked it.”
Usher came into view. He wore tan slacks, a white shirt, and a tie. With his iron-gray hair and bushy mustache he would have looked at home in a care center back in the United States. Here, in this supposed tropical paradise, the clothing and hair style made him look ridiculous.
Something turned over sourly in her gut when Meggie saw him, like the twisting, gurgling feeling you got after eating undercooked food. Usher wasn’t the one who had brought Meggie here, maybe didn’t even know all the horrors she’d suffered. But he knew enough, and could have helped her at any time. He couldn’t be bothered. After all, if he brought in help, that might get her out of here, stop the monthly checks for her care, and his business was to make money, not to help people.
Usher and Rodrigo tried to push the woman back, but she stood her ground. She rested a hand on her belly, as if daring them to touch a pregnant woman.
“The hell it was closed, it was wide open. Anyway, it was the quickest way up. Looked like a shortcut. Like I told this man, I got left behind by my husband and his brother and I was trying to catch up.”
Usher turned to Rodrigo and said something to him in Spanish that sounded like an accusation about the gate. Rodrigo hotly denied it.
Tap, tap, tap, tap.
Meggie’s fingernail clicked furiously against the metal armrest of her chair, each tap a gunshot in her ears. But none of the others looked her direction. How could they not hear it?
But their attention was on each other. And the forest was alive with calling birds, the whirr of the hummingbirds, the click and buzz of insects.
“I’m telling you,” the woman said over the continued argument in Spanish, “I thought this was the way up. Can’t I pass through? I’ll be off the property in two minutes.”
Usher gave her a withering look. “No. This is not the way to the hot springs.”
“Are you sure? I can see the path from here. It looks like you have your own way up. Why can’t I—?”
“If you don’t turn around, I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.”
He said something to Rodrigo, who put a hand on the woman’s shoulder.
“Don’t touch me!”
Tap, tap, tap, tap.
Look at me! For God’s sake, I’m over here!
“If this bitch doesn’t move in two seconds,” Usher said, “drag her out by her hair.” He switched to Spanish, to repeat the instructions. Rodrigo’s response sounded reluctant.
But it wasn’t going to be necessary. The woman had shrugged off Rodrigo’s touch, then backed away, her eyes flashing, her jaw clenching angrily. Meggie kept tapping away, but it was with pure desperation now, as her opportunity slipped away. This stupid, worthless body, stiff as a corpse, immobile, except for one useless fingernail tapping. Why couldn’t her voice work, just this once, to scream for help?
Get me out of here!
As the woman moved backward, she bumped into the wheelchair of Ellen Campanero, a middle-aged woman with early Alzheimer’s, shipped down by her family in California. Ellen shrieked and sprang from her chair. Rodrigo tried to ease her back into her seat, but Ellen flailed at him, then, when Usher hurried over to help, clawed at the man’s face. The interloper now leaving of her own volition, all their attention turned to settling Ellen back to the near-catatonic state that was her default.
It was one more thing to keep anyone from looking at Meggie, or hearing her desperate taps for attention. Exhausted from the effort of moving that single finger up and down, up and down, she gave up. Her finger turned rigid and stiff. A black mood swept over her, and tears welled. She forced them down; nobody would come to wipe her eyes.
And then the pregnant woman looked at her.
All this time, Meggie assumed that she had not been spotted at all, sitting motionless in the shade, with water dripping from the mossy wall down her back. But when the young woman glanced in her direction, Meggie saw at once that she was wrong.
It was a sharp gaze, like the way the caged macaws by the swimming pool stared at a child walking by with a nut or a piece of fruit, every bit of attention focused on that bit of food. The woman gave Meggie that same look.
I see you.
A flood of hope and joy ripped through Meggie’s paralyzed body, such a surge that for an instant, she forgot she was paralyzed, and hadn’t stood on her own feet for seven tortuous years. She opened her mouth to cry out for help. But of course, her mouth didn’t move. She could only stare back.
Then Rodrigo and Usher had Ellen calmed, and looked up at the woman, who turned without further comment and trudged down the hill. Meggie didn’t know if she was going to look for her husband, and the supposed trail to the Devil’s Cauldron, or if that had been a lie.
But right now she didn’t care. All she could think about was that sharp, penetrating gaze in the woman’s eyes.
I see you, that look said. And I know you’re trapped in there.
The two staff members watched the woman go, then Usher turned to the aide. “Get Graciela and Jimena. I want these residents back inside. They’ve had enough sun.”
“Yes, Mr. Usher,” Rodrigo said in heavily accented English.
“Here, take Ellen with you.”
When Rodrigo had pushed Ellen up the path toward the main halls of Colina Nublosa, Usher paced the brick patio. Through all of this, the hummingbirds had kept up their continued, frenzied movement, hovering for moments above the feeders with their long tongues dipping into the nectar, before whirring away. Usher paid them no attention. He crossed the patio twice before he turned to look at Meggie, then came up to her side.
“Well, now,” Usher said. “What are we going to do with you? Once, now that’s a coincidence, but twice?”
What was he talking about? Twice? She’d never seen that woman before in her life.
“I don’t want to raise the alarm unnecessarily,” Usher continued. “But it would be stupid to sit here, crossing my fingers and hoping nothing happens.”
He studied her, and a frown crossed his face. “Which one of those aides pushed you up there? The fools—there’s water running down your neck, did you know that?”
Of course I do, you idiot.
After fifteen minutes in this position, the water had soaked the back of her shirt and was trickling down her pants and into her underwear. High in the mountains of Costa Rica, it was rather cool even in the sun. In the shade, with cold water collected from the fog and dripping from the moss, her automatic reflexes had her shivering. That wasn’t the awful part. No, the awful part was that she had to sit there, taking it, unable to so much as grit her teeth, let alone get out of the way or ask for help.
Usher didn’t move her. “I’ll bet it was Graciela. She’s the careless one, isn’t she? Well, maybe she’ll notice and get you changed out of those clothes.”
Rodrigo returned with the two other aides. He loaded residents into their chairs and strapped them in while the two women wheeled them back up to the main buildings. A few residents squawked, or muttered complaints at being taken away so soon, but most went along without complaint. There were more than a few mood-altering drugs in the cocktail of pills mixed up in applesauce and spooned into their mouths every morning and evening.
They rarely bothered to dope Meggie. Maybe the odd muscle relaxant when her body stiffened like a gnarled branch, making it hard for the aides to bathe her or get her in and out of her chair. But her behavior? What was she going to do, tap furiously with her finger?
The upside of that was that her mind remained sharp and alert. And the downside? That her mind remained sharp and alert. Some days she longed for Ellen’s dazed stare.
They came for Meggie last, and she waited anxiously for relief from the cold drip. No, not yet.
Usher waved them off. “I’ll take this one back myself.” He repeated his instructions in Spanish.
When they were gone, he pulled out his cell phone. What now?
“Jerry Usher here,” he said. “Are you alone? Good. Did you get my email?”
He listened in silence for a few seconds.
“She’s fine, perfectly healthy. A stomach bug a few weeks ago from that pureed crap they shovel down her throat, but otherwise . . . ” He shot Meggie a glance. “In fact, if you looked at her, you’d never know. Looks like she’s lost in thought. Pretty as ever. Only if you watch for a minute, you can see she never moves.”
Meggie’s heart rate picked up its pace.
“What? No, nothing more. Her eyes move sometimes—I think it tires her, so not all the time. She taps her finger once in a while. Can’t move otherwise. The staff know she’s more mentally alert than most.” He paused. “Don’t worry about my people, that’s not the problem.” Another hesitation. “Here’s the thing. We had a second incident.”
Here, Usher started to pace the brick patio again. Meggie couldn’t hear it all, but she got the gist of the conversation. He was telling the person on the other end about the young woman who had stumbled up through the closed gate, claiming to be looking for a path to the hot springs.
“I don’t know if they’re looking for her or not. Might be a coincidence. The thing last week might be unrelated, and maybe we put them off. Or maybe they’re determined. Maybe someone even hired them to get to you.”
He was silent for a long time, and as he looked back at Meggie, his expression darkened. She began to suspect who he might be talking to. Her heart was galloping in her chest now. Could it be, after so many years of silence?
“Okay. If that’s how you feel, you’d better come down.”
Usher hung up the phone. He studied her for a long moment, while the water continued to drip down her back. At last, he took her chair, kicked off the brake, and wheeled her across the patio and toward the center.
A green lizard sunned itself on the stone wall to the right, and tropical birds chirped, whistled, and squawked from the trees dotting the care center’s lawn. To their left, where a green wall of vegetation stretched up the mountainside, a coati emerged from the forest to snuffle its raccoon-like snout in the leaves on the edge, glancing at them with curiosity before returning to its search for food. The sun radiated down on Meggie’s face and bare arms and she stopped shivering.
“You’re going to have company,” he said. “If someone is searching for you all the way down here, we can’t take chances. So they’ve got to come deal with things. How? That’s what I want to know. I mean, I can turn a blind eye—everybody does down here. But these friends of yours . . . ”
A shudder entered his voice as he trailed off. A cold, greasy fear settled in Meggie’s gut.
“I’m not sure a blind eye will do it,” he continued at last. “They might have something uglier in mind.”
 



Chapter Two
Wesley Pilson nervously studied the motorboat bisecting the glass-like surface of the lake. The movement of the boat combined with his inability to hold the binoculars perfectly steady meant it was nearly at the dock before he was certain it was his wife and he relaxed. Becca could take care of herself, but she was entering her third trimester of pregnancy and all this subterfuge made him nervous. And there was no cell coverage up here.
The house jutted from the edge of the forest on a hill roughly a hundred feet above a gorgeous Costa Rican lake, rimmed by dead and dormant volcanoes. Birds everywhere. Green, gold, red, blue, eating the suet or the fruit placed on pedestals by the groundskeeper every morning. Parrots, flying in flocks overhead. Down by the lake, birds with stilt legs and piercing beaks paced through the shallows, looking for fish. Even the occasional quetzal with its impossibly long, brilliant-green tail feathers, perched in the trees behind the house.
Wes’s twin brother Eric, on vacation from the group home back in Vermont, kept a bird log, filled with hilariously misidentified sightings (a flock of ostriches?), written in his childlike scrawl.
Eric was unaware of the drama. This was pure vacation to him.
Bored with his bird journal, Eric had gone inside to feed one of his other obsessions, Sherlock Holmes. He’d lugged a massive illustrated copy of The Complete Sherlock Holmes to Costa Rica (what was wrong with an e-book?) which he made Wes read to him. Right now, he was sitting on the couch with an unlit pipe at his lips and a PlayStation controller in hand, playing some ridiculous thing called Sherlock Holmes: Zombie Assassin. The sequel to Sherlock Holmes: Vampire Hunter. It was short on deductive reasoning and “elementary, my dear Watson” moments, and long on blood-curdling screams and sprays of blood.
Down at the lake, Becca killed the motor, tied off the boat, and took the stone staircase from the dock two steps at a time. She was sweating and flushed by the time she got up. Wes came down from the deck and met her on the lawn.
“She’s there.” Becca stopped, gasping for air, hand on her back. “And she’s awake!”
“What? Are you sure?”
“She was tapping her finger. And she can move her eyes! It’s not even full LIS. She can communicate.”
The news was electrifying. After weeks of searching for Meggie Kerr, could they have really found her with a simple trick? Was the woman’s seven-year nightmare almost over?
They’d been pretty sure Meggie was at Colina Nublosa for several weeks now. The facility kept its resident list under tight control, but they knew she was at a high-end facility in Costa Rica, and the staff at the other two such places were more cooperative. They allowed Wes and Becca to tour the grounds and meet the low-functioning residents. It hadn’t taken long to drop the two from suspicion.
“What happened?” Wes asked. “Tell me everything.”
Becca nodded, still panting. “Just a second. I think I’m going to die.”
“You’re okay? You don’t need a doctor, do you?”
“I’m good.”
“It’s not labor, is it?” Given what had happened to his brother at birth, Wes couldn’t shake his worries about Becca’s looming delivery.
“Hah!”
“Just being sure. It’s forty-five minutes to the nearest clinic.”
“And thousands of women in Costa Rica give birth without complication every year.”
He laughed. “That’s encouraging. Should I get the towels and hot water? Go across the lake to dig up some old abuela to serve as midwife?”
Becca gave him a look, but it was teasing, not serious.“But I’d love to get off my feet. And to have my nice, considerate husband bring me a glass of iced tea.”
A few minutes later, on the patio with her feet propped up, iced tea in hand, she relayed her adventure infiltrating Colina Nublosa. The reconnaissance hike to the Devil’s Cauldron from the backside of the mountain had paid off. She had driven the road up to the facility, hidden the car, then walked right onto the grounds. She’d wandered for at least twenty minutes before being challenged, and by the time someone did, she had discovered their missing patient. Who seemed to be awake and alert.
“And you’re sure it was her?” Wes asked. “You know how LIS changes people’s bodies.”
“She looks exactly like the pictures. I don’t know what kind of therapy they have up here—”
“The best, according to their web site.”
“—but they must have stimulated her muscles to limit atrophy. Only her eyes and one index finger moved, but otherwise, she looks great. Young, pretty. Whole life ahead of her.”
“Except that she’s doubly a prisoner. Stuck in her body and stuck in that facility.”
“And someone wants to keep it that way,” Becca said. “They practically carried me out and tossed me down the hill.”
“You were trespassing. Rich people don’t like that. Makes them cranky.”
“The director guy was more than just unfriendly. He was hiding something.”
Wes finished his own glass of iced tea and swirled the half-melted cubes around the bottom, thinking. Through the open sliding glass door came the moan of zombies from Eric’s video game.
Sherlock Holmes cried, “Head shot, Watson!”
Last week, when they’d ruled out the other two facilities, Wes and Becca met with a contact in the Costa Rican Ministry of Health in San Jose, to talk about forcing a visit to Colina Nublosa. The man agreed to investigate, but later that day sent a curt email, telling them he’d verified that the facility had no Meggie Kerr and urging them to drop the case and return to the United States. What had changed? Had he made discrete inquires at Colina Nublosa and either been threatened or bribed into dropping the matter?
And the case had started so promisingly, too. Two months earlier, an anonymous tip came in via the form on the foundation’s web site:
Subject: Meggie Kerr
Message: She is in Costa Rica. They say she is in a coma, but she might be awake. Please investigate.
The tipster left no email or name in the contact information field.
Costa Rica? There were tens of thousands of hospitals, clinics, nursing homes, and care centers in the United States—they couldn’t run down to Central America on a lark.
But Wes and his brother had practically grown up in the country, not to mention the experiences of Uncle Davis, the head of the foundation. Also, Becca and Wes had fallen in love down here, while diving on the Pacific coast and trying to track down who had tried to kill Uncle Davis.
At the time of the Meggie Kerr tip, the team was busy working with a veterans organization helping three Iraq War vets with high brain stem injuries. Plenty of money available for therapy, they just needed the latest technology for bridging that gap between a trapped mind and the outside world. It was exciting work, and with dozens of other leads to follow, Wes had only nibbled around the edges of the Meggie Kerr case. New info trickled in. Turned out, she was a fellow Vermonter. Now he was intrigued. And once he was intrigued, he got Becca interested, and then the case warmed up in a hurry.
Even now, with the woman at the top of the list, there were still a million questions to answer. The case had progressed from intriguing to an obsession. But Wes faced the uncomfortable worry they had stumbled into dangerous territory: rich people with secrets.
Becca’s eyes shone with an intense gleam. “Have you been keeping track? This is number sixty.”
Wes hadn’t counted recently, but he had no doubt she was right. Sixty people found and identified over the past five years. Prisoners within their own minds, fully alert, but with injuries so high on their brain stems that they couldn’t communicate with the outside world. So many, yet so few. Statistically, there were thousands of unidentified sufferers of locked-in syndrome in the United States alone. They needed more resources, more employees, more media attention.
“It’s not sixty yet,” he said. “Not until we get Meggie out of there.”
Becca set down her glass and rose to her feet.
“I’m going to grab the laptops,” she said. “We need to talk to Uncle Davis.”
#
Uncle Davis appeared on the screen. Outwardly immobile, his body bent and rigid like Stephen Hawking’s in a specially made wheelchair, his mind was a twisting, turning clockwork of moving gears, always probing, thinking.
Wes remembered a smart man from before Davis’s spear gun injury to the base of his skull, but the years of hell with undiagnosed LIS had honed his uncle’s mind to another level. Davis could remember conversations verbatim, spent his spare time listening to poetry audiobooks, which he committed to memory, and had taught himself Spanish, French, and German after his paralysis.
Once, a newspaper reporter openly wondered if the whole thing were a fraud, like those autistic children who supposedly pressed their mother’s fingers to play the piano. The reporter left his first interview with Uncle Davis a believer.
“The house okay?” Davis asked. “Comfortable enough, I mean?”
A tiny camera on his computer read his eye movements as they flashed across a sophisticated pattern of words, letters, and shorthand symbols. A computer voice translated those flickering glances into a smooth baritone. The software had grown increasingly sophisticated over the past couple of years until he no longer sounded like a robot.
Wes and Becca sat with their laptops in the front room where the light wasn’t as strong. Wes looked out the sliding glass doors at the clean, clear waters of Lago Cristal and laughed. “Yeah, I’d say it’s comfortable.”
They enjoyed a million-dollar, 360-degree view, with the dormant volcano rising from the mist to their rear, and thousands of acres of cloud forest beyond the immaculate grounds. In front of them, the lake itself. Tropical birds woke them in the morning, and last night Wes’s brother Eric had burst into the front room shouting that he’d seen a tiger. Probably an ocelot, rather than the rare jaguar but still, pretty cool.
Becca took her laptop to the window to let the webcam pan slowly over the view, before returning to the table.
“Fantastic,” Davis said. “Wish I were there. Don’t know how the wheelchair would do on those hills, but I’m sure you guys could carry me around, right?” There was a smile in his voice. “And all my gear, too?”
“How much does that chair weigh?” Wes asked. “Four hundred pounds?”
“Point taken.”
“Really, though, it’s too much. Next time a guest house or lodge would be fine. We don’t need the private house. We’re only three people—we could have rented rooms across the lake for a fraction of the cost.”
Wes had already found one in Santa María del Lago if they needed to stay past the end of the month. Twenty bucks a night per person, with coffee and fresh fruit at breakfast in some gorgeous Garden of Eden-like setting almost enough to make up for the shared bathroom down the hall. This rental house, in comparison, cost fifteen hundred per week.
And he was jealous of the money. He wanted every penny to track down the locked-in sufferers. But Uncle Davis had made the reservations from back in the U.S., and he insisted they needed more privacy.
“Did you get my email?” Davis asked. “I sent it about thirty minutes ago.”
“No, we haven’t checked,” Wes said. “Becca was out and just got back. What’s up?”
“That kid in the Bronx checked out. Easiest case all year. Jaleel was there all along, but nobody cared enough to check him out. High brain stem injury, but little brain damage otherwise.”
“What happened to him?” Becca asked.
“He took a bullet to the back of the skull several years ago. Gang violence. He’s still young, and shows a lot of promise if we can get him the right treatment. The New York Times is running a big feature on him next week.”
Becca frowned. “Please tell me he was a kid in the wrong place at the wrong time, and not some gangbanger.”
“A kid, but definitely banging.” Somehow, Davis’s voice software managed to sound equivocating. “He was one of the shooters in the incident.”
“Great,” she said. “Just who we want as the poster boy of the foundation.”
“But he was only fourteen, he didn’t personally injure anyone, and his older brother was killed in the shootout. Jaleel has had a lot of time to think about things inside that head of his. I read a preview of the piece—it will be favorable coverage.”
“I’m all for giving the kid a second chance,” Becca said, “but I’m the media rep, and we need those donations to come in. So no child molesters or anything, right?”
“We find them, we rescue them,” Davis said. “No value judgments.”
She made grumbling sounds.
“So what did you find at Colina Nublosa?” came the voice from Davis’s computer. “Tell me everything.”
Wes gave him the rundown of the past few days’ events. After bombing out with the Ministry of Health, Becca had tried again with the facility itself, sending the director, a man named Jerry Usher, a couple of emails. No answer. One more email to the ministry.
It was urgent that they visit Colina Nublosa. Barring that, even a meeting with Usher off site would be a first step. How about a simple confirmation that they had a patient named Meggie Kerr?
A curt response returned: “Stop meddling in local affairs or we will send the police to question you.”
Of course things worked differently down here. But the ministry’s stonewalling was suspicious.
When Wes finished, Davis said nothing. His eye flickered across the screen, but the computer didn’t speak.
“Are you there?” Wes asked.
No answer.
“I think we lost him,” Becca said. “The software crashed or something. Kill the chat and see if you can reconnect.”
“No, I’m here,” Davis said. “Hold on.” Several seconds passed before he spoke again. “Okay, guys, time to bring you home.”
“What?” Becca and Wes exclaimed together.
They were loud enough that it startled Eric from his video game. He looked at them, blinking, with that glazed expression of gamers everywhere, whether they were mentally handicapped or not. Then he turned back to the zombie battle.
“I’ve been doing my own digging,” Davis said. “I don’t like what I turned up. I want to drop it for now.”
Becca and Wes exchanged bewildered looks before looking back to the chat.
“Did something happen?” Wes asked.
“I turned up a few things. I’d rather not discuss it here, because I don’t want you to ignore me.”
“Give us some credit,” Becca said. “We’re not going to blow you off. What is it?”
“Come back to Vermont—I’ll explain here. The upshot is we’re dropping the Meggie Kerr case.”
“Why would we do that?” Wes asked.
“Bigger priorities. Other cases with fewer difficulties. Maybe we’ll get back to this one later. But for now—”
“Whatever happened to ‘we find them, we rescue them’?” Wes cut in. “And ‘no value judgments’? ”
“First priority is to keep you alive.”
“Alive?”
“Whatever it is, we can handle it,” Becca said. She sounded equally baffled. “Remember Walter Fitzroy’s case? His psycho girlfriend tried to kill me. It can’t be worse than that.”
“Come back to Vermont.”
“No,” she said. “Not until we’re finished.”
“It’s not a discussion,” Davis said. “You’re coming home.”
Wes’s surprise was turning quickly to irritation. “Since when have you ever pulled rank? We’re a team, not a dictatorship.”
“At the end of the day, someone has to make the tough calls. And that’s me. I’m going to change your flights. I’ll email you the new itinerary when I’ve book your tickets. And I’m going to email and cancel the house.”
“Seriously,” Wes persisted. “You can’t pull the plug without explaining first. Give us the info. We’ll talk it out.”
“No. This isn’t up for discussion. You will come home and that’s the end of it.”
And with that, the chat window went black. Wes and Becca exchanged bewildered, frustrated looks. Behind them, Eric’s computer game continued to chime and chirp merrily.
 



Chapter Three
An unpleasant surprise appeared in Meggie’s applesauce at pill time. The weather was clear, so the residents had eaten on the veranda. Dinner was the highest-quality organic vegetables and tropical fruits, together with an expertly prepared sea bass. Or so went the announcement. Meggie couldn’t eat on her own, so they pureed her food into something resembling pig slop, then spooned it deep into her throat until reflex made her swallow.
As they finished, nightfall came over the forested hills with all the speed of closing shutters, and the bird calls gave way to the chirps, croaks, and thrumming of frogs. Insects buzzing and thrilling. Geckos perched near lights to gobble up the circling bugs. The shadowy forms of bats dive-bombed through the clouds of mosquitoes trying to thread their way through the gauntlet of citronella torches and sickly-sweet incense pots designed to drive them away.
The higher-functioning residents shuffled inside, while a nurse wheeled out a cart to hand-deliver meds to the wheelchair-bound. She wore a nurse’s cap and a pinafore apron, starched white, looking like something out of the mid-twentieth century.
The nurse presented the pills in cups, ground up and mixed with applesauce. As she coaxed residents into opening their mouths, she spoke in a soothing singsong, like she was house-training puppies.
“Eat up now. Good boy. Here you go, there’s a good girl. Good girl!”
When the nurse reached the end of the row, Jimena, tonight’s aide, pried open Meggie’s mouth, while the nurse scooped out applesauce with a plastic spoon. The woman opened her own mouth. “Ah, there you go. Something new tonight for the big girl. Now swallow, be good.”
The pills were always bitter going down, but whatever new pill was lurking in the applesauce had an especially sharp, corrosive taste in its ground-up form. Meggie almost gagged on pure reflex, but then her throat was moving and the applesauce went down.
“That’s a good girl!” The nurse tossed the cup and spoon in the garbage attached to her cart, then patted Meggie on the head. “You were agitated this afternoon. That’s what they say. But this should help my good girl get some sleep.”
Agitated? Who said that, Usher? Couldn’t he have at least pretended to consult the doctor before changing her meds? Wasn’t there a law somewhere, even in Costa Rica? Or did they simply not care about the law?
Do I look agitated? Meggie thought angrily, as the nurse pushed the cart back inside. As if anyone could tell. As if anyone cared to ask her what she thought. How hard would it be to ask once in a while? To ask anything?
Such as, “Blink once if you’re tired, twice if you want to stay up.”
“Do you need to go to the bathroom? Blink once for yes, twice for no.”
Or how about this? “Do you want to talk to anyone? Do you have any friends and relatives we could contact? Would you like a visit?”
Meggie had no name for her condition, and nobody ever told her.
Paralyzed seemed the wrong term. Even quadriplegic was inadequate. There had been a kid in one of her classes at college who couldn’t move his hands or legs and used his mouth to wheel his chair around, blowing in a straw or something. But he could talk, and smile, and laugh. He was alive to the world.
So if Meggie wasn’t a quadriplegic, what was she? There had to be a medical term for this.
The psychological term was prisoner.
And it wasn’t her body keeping her that way. After those first dark months upon waking from her coma, when she wanted to die, would have starved herself to death if they hadn’t force fed her, Meggie had come to peace with her physical limitations.
People kept her imprisoned. Not her body.
And one person in particular.
#
They gave Meggie nine full hours in her bed at night. Normally, she would lie awake for at least an hour, running through her favorite memories: spelunking with friends, the time she scored twenty points and the game-winning three-point shot during a high school playoff game, graduating from college, making love to her first boyfriend. Not her fiancé—she didn’t think about Benjamin when she could help it. He was dead to her.
But there was no time to lie in bed and think tonight, not with the chemical sledgehammer they put into her applesauce. Before the aides finished bathing her and putting her in fresh Depends and clean satin pajamas, Meggie’s eyes were rolling back in their sockets. She was barely conscious as they hefted her into bed, secured her restraints, and raised the bars. She felt like she should be alarmed, but couldn’t muster the energy as she sank deeper into sleep.
Why did they drug her? What was going on out there?
#
A few weeks before the accident that left her a paralyzed shell, Meggie made a decision that would change her life. Her suspicions had been growing for months, but she needed to be sure before telling her fiancé, Benjamin. The wrongdoer was Benjamin’s cousin, and the news would upset him. They were close.
No, close was the wrong word.
Incestuous.
It was a nasty little word, but once it lodged in Meggie’s mind, she couldn’t shake it, even if it wasn’t entirely accurate. Kaitlyn wasn’t Benjamin’s sister, after all, she was his cousin. So they flirted a little bit—everyone had a cousin like that.
At a family reunion at Cape Cod when she was five, Meggie had played kissing tag with three of her own cousins, until one of the adults caught them and yelled at them to knock it off and build sandcastles or something. She didn’t understand the fuss; it was the same thing she played at recess at school, and nobody cared then. They were just playing. Later, she understood. Kissing cousins freaked people out.
Maybe Benjamin and Kaitlyn were like that. They’d grown up in a close family, almost like siblings, but not quite. He and his cousin flirted; they’d done it as kids only there had been no pursed-lipped older relatives to make them feel guilty. So they’d never stopped.
But there was something unwholesome about the way Kaitlyn turned smoldering eyes on Meggie’s fiancé. Something unhealthy in the way they instant messaged and emailed night and day. Parsing certain veiled comments, it seemed Kaitlyn knew more about Meggie’s sexual habits than she did.
And they worked together, too. Benjamin’s whole family did. Grandpa had started a little coffee company in the ’60s, some proto-fair-trade thing buying directly from Central American growers. A hippie capitalist and a few buddies looking to finance their weed habit. Then it went legit. Now it employed seventy-eight people, plus Benjamin’s father, about to retire, Benjamin, his two brothers, and their cousin, Kaitlyn. There was a lot of money in the company, even having to divide it between several family members.
Except that Kaitlyn was greedy. She didn’t want to share.
Meggie worked in accounting, and one day she followed a discrepancy in a bank statement. It was nothing, a piece of lint in the balance sheet, easily cleaned up. But when she plucked at it, she found a tiny thread, and when she pulled at that, she tugged at a larger string. Soon, she was unraveling an entire quilt of fraud. And it led straight to the IT department, and the person who controlled the company network. The person who had hacked the company bank accounts.
The problem was, if Meggie spilled the news in the wrong way it might backfire. Benjamin would call his cousin right away. Give Kaitlyn a chance to lie, cover her tracks, attack the messenger. Lock Meggie out of the network while the issue was resolved. Who would Benjamin believe? There was that unhealthy fascination to worry about.
What Meggie was needed a few days alone with her fiancé. Somewhere without cell coverage.
She got online. Pinpointed some cell dead zones. Central America was good—maybe she could hitch a ride on one of Benjamin’s trips to meet with suppliers. Except he always traveled with one of his brothers. Meggie didn’t know yet if she could trust them. What about the United States?
The biggest dead zones were out West. She got onto the caving forum and dug around.
A few days later, Meggie started talking up a spelunking trip out West. Downloaded caver journals, left her browser open to the forum, and threads about desert spelunking.
“You serious about this?” Benjamin asked one morning.
They were taking a coffee break—if there was one perk that working at Tropical Beans offered, it was generous coffee break policies—on the rooftop terrace overlooking Lake Champlain. Meggie had spread out her maps and guidebooks.
“I want to get away. Do something different. Think you can get off for a few days?”
He looked over her maps. “Nevada? Idaho? That doesn’t sound easy to reach.”
“It isn’t. I don’t want a place we can drive up to, then have to sign our name in the rescue book and wait our turn while every kid and his Boy Scout troop puts his greasy hands all over everything.”
“Have your eye on anything specific?”
“I like this one,” she said, pointing to a desolate stretch of eastern Nevada. “Twenty miles south of Lehman Caves in Great Basin National Park. Might be part of the same complex. Nobody knows for sure. Most of the cave isn’t mapped yet. Only one other group made the descent and that was way back in the eighties. Who knows what’s down there?”
“It would be awesome to make the discovery.”
“Exactly,” she said, pushing across a printout of a sketchy hand drawing. It looked like one of those maps from an old Dungeons and Dragons campaign, with little Xs marking ogres and kobolds. Except here they marked stalactite formations, flowstone, cave popcorn, and other speleothems. She pointed at the map. “Look, there are several unexplored tunnels, plus some rooms that people have seen but not entered because they couldn’t get through a really tight squeeze.”
“Wow.”
Meggie showed him the notes emailed to her by a forum member. “You rappel 200 feet to the bottom, follow this passage, then you’re on your own—nothing on the map after these first few rooms. Get past them, you’ll be the first ever.”
His eyes widened. “Wow.”
“Could be anything up there.”
“What about getting there?”
“A pain in the ass,” she said.
“Roads?”
“Nope, nothing close. Last several miles on foot, then we hike around for a bit, looking for the exact GPS coordinates while trying not to run out of water or get bit by a snake.”
“Nice.” He shrugged. “But I guess that’s why it isn’t explored yet.”
“And it’s gorgeous terrain.” She studied him, tried not to smile at the gleam in his eyes. “We’ve never done anything like it. What’s on the other side of those tunnels? Imagine being the first to discover a new Lehman Caves.”
“That would be awesome.”
“So are you in?”
“Maybe.” He had a mischievous grin, like he was toying with her, but she could tell he was hooked. “So what are you thinking, that we put it to the club? See who else is game?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a long way from Vermont. I can’t find anyone else who has time this fall. Not to mention interest.”
Meggie hadn’t actually looked. She’d made a few comments with the local spelunkers about investigating a hole in the hot Nevada desert, but that was it.
“So it’s just the three of us? I don’t know, I’d rather have five or six. A second vehicle in the desert, plus extra bodies on the hike. In case something goes wrong.”
“Not three, not this time,” Meggie said. “I don’t want Kaitlyn.”
Benjamin looked annoyed. “I thought you two were getting along better these days.”
“We’re getting along fine.” Meggie was not a good liar, and lifted her coffee mug in front of her face to hide what she was sure was a guilty look. “But I need space every once in a while. And so do you. Unless she’s going to move in with us after the wedding.”
“Why not? She’s a great cook.”
Meggie almost spit her coffee before she realized Benjamin was joking.
“Okay, fine,” he said. “We’ll leave Kaitlyn. But there’s no way we’re hiking into the desert and exploring a two-hundred-foot hole in the ground just the two of us. Imagine sharing that trip plan with the club. They’d freak out.”
“I’ve been chatting on the forum. There are two cavers in Salt Lake who might be game.”
“What, a couple of newbies?” he asked.
“Serious cavers,” she protested.
“Yeah? What are their handles?”
“Duperre and someone named HalfOrc.”
“I know the first guy. Never heard of HalfOrc. Is he a wannabe or a has-been?”
Meggie laughed. “Duperre vouches for him, and that’s good enough for me. They’ve been out three times together. Supposedly collaborating on a book. Caving for Morons, or something like that.”
His phone vibrated. He picked it up and looked at a text. At first, he started to smile, then it turned to a frown.
“Something wrong?” Meggie asked.
“It’s Kaitlyn. She’s shopping for lingerie and threatening to send me pictures.”
“Is that the smile or the frown?”
“Was I frowning? I remembered we’re going caving without her. She’s going to be pissed.”
“Kaitlyn will be fine without you for a few days. You can send pictures of your dirty underwear if it makes her feel better.”
“Uh huh.”
He was already texting back his response, a grin crossing his face, not at Meggie, but at whatever he was typing on his phone. That damn phone was like an umbilical cord.
Too bad you won’t have cell coverage, Meggie thought with some satisfaction.
 



Chapter Four
“Uncle Davis is no coward,” Wes said as he, Becca, and Eric sweated their way up the trail toward the hot springs. It was their last afternoon in Costa Rica; tomorrow morning they left for San Jose and the flight home to Vermont, returning with their tails between their legs.
“Bravest man I know,” Becca said. “After the things he’s survived, nothing scares him.”
“And remember when he sent you into Vanderzee after Walter Fitzroy? We knew someone might try to murder the guy. Then they’d come after you.”
“Yeah, Walter’s psycho girlfriend.”
“Did Davis ever say he was sorry?” Wes asked.
“What for?”
“For almost getting you killed. Did he apologize?”
“Seriously?” Becca glanced over her shoulder, eyebrow raised. “It was worth the risk. Think of how Walter’s life is different now. He was dead, and now he’s alive. Don’t you think it was worth it?”
“Now I do, sure. At the time, it freaked me out. You might have noticed, I’m kind of attached to you. But my point is that Davis never apologized because he thought it was worth the risk. Even when it was clear there was a threat, he didn’t pull you out. So what’s different now?”
Becca put a hand over her belly. “The baby?”
“Maybe,” he said, skeptical. “But only if he thinks your life is at risk. And our daughter’s too. Why would he think that?”
“I don’t know. You think he’s holding out on us? That’s not his style.”
“No, it isn’t.”
His uncle’s entire attitude was bizarre. Why send them to Costa Rica to look for Meggie Kerr if he wasn’t going to follow through when they found the woman? Finding the patients was the hardest part of their job. Raising false hopes in families, submitting immobile patients to endless, expensive tests, only to shake their heads sadly and admit that no, the loved one didn’t suffer from locked-in syndrome. He would never regain consciousness. Or the woman wasn’t just in a coma, she was effectively brain dead.
Sometimes, everything came together, like with that kid in the Bronx. And sometimes there was opposition. For every person overjoyed to establish contact with a long-gone loved one, there was another who refused to admit they had been complicit in keeping that person locked in. To the foundation, it didn’t matter. Freeing the prisoner was the only thing. They would go to court if they had to. Use whatever means necessary.
And Meggie Kerr? The woman moved her eyes. She tapped her blasted finger. How could they see that and walk away?
“Hurry up, guys!” Eric called.
“Cálmate,” Wes said in Spanish. Calm down. “We’ve got a pregnant lady here, dude.”
“The pregnant lady is kicking your butt,” Becca said. “You’re the one holding us up.”
“All this heavy thinking is sapping my strength.”
Half a dozen hikers came down the other direction, chatting in Dutch as they picked their way past twisting roots and stepped over the muddy rivulets that crossed the trail to seep into the dense foliage on the other side. The air was cool, but thick as soup and dense with the smell of moss, ferns, and hanging orchids.
Eric drew curious stares from the other hikers as they stepped by each other. He wore electric blue spandex shorts, which would double as his swimsuit when they reached the hot springs. Sturdy shoes, with socks pulled all the way to his knees. And of course the double-billed Sherlock Holmes hat, like something out of a Victorian melodrama. One of the Dutch girls leaned in and whispered something to her companion. The man had the good taste not to grin or snicker, but his eyes moved to Eric’s shorts, then up to his face.
It had been, oh, twenty years since Wes gave a damn about what people thought about his brother. But at one time, that whisper and that look would have boiled his blood. He couldn’t count the number of times that he got in trouble as a kid defending his brother. The worst was during one of their parents’ mainstreaming attempts in the seventh grade, when Wes spent three weeks in detention for fighting some idiot who mouthed off about Eric.
Kids mostly left the handicapped boy alone, but his twin brother Wes was fair game. Older kids, bullies, and assorted jerks quickly realized that they could get a rise out of Wes by needling him with words like “special” or comments about the “short bus.” Wes was young, insecure, and fiercely protective. These comments made his head feel like it would explode. It wasn’t until his junior year in high school that he finally figured it out. It happened when the brothers were in Montpelier buying maple creemees, and some assholes in a jacked-up truck shouted something about ’tards and dummies.
Wes shouted a few choice words at the back of the truck as it sped off.
“Your face is red!” Eric told him gleefully, as he licked the bottom of his cone where the creemee started to melt through.
“Didn’t you hear what they said, Ruk? They were talking about you.”
“I don’t listen. I never listen. I know I’m a dummy.”
“You’re not a dummy, that’s stupid. And stop eating the bottom of your cone, it’s going to—”
The bottom of Eric’s cone fell out and the creemee plopped to the ground. And that set Eric off. He stomped his feet, repeated the exact curse words Wes had just shouted, only directed at the injustice of cones that melted through and hot pavements that turned creemees into puddles. He wouldn’t settle down until Wes bought him another cone. Then, he was perfectly content. Delighted, in fact, because now he had an entire creemee, plus the half he’d already wolfed down.
And at that moment, Wes decided to stop worrying so much about what people said, and give more thought to things like maple creemees, and hanging with his brother on a warm summer afternoon. And so he ignored the Dutch hikers.
They reached the first of the hot springs about twenty minutes later. The water was only lukewarm here at the bottom, having run down the hillside from the Devil’s Cauldron through a series of channels and basins. The air smelled of sulfur.
Young kids in various stages of undress played in the pools while their parents picnicked on the mossy bank. Mostly locals. Another group of hikers—Americans or Canadians—hiked down from the upper pools. It was getting late, and all the traffic had been downhill. Wes figured they had an hour before they had to turn back to reach the trailhead before dark.
The cauldron itself was a swirling, boiling mass of water. Huge trees dripping with moss, vines, and orchids hung their branches over its basin. It looked like a giant hot tub with the jets on, but signs in several languages, together with pictographs of mercury-busting thermometers and X-ed out bathers warned against entering the water. In the United States, they’d have surrounded the cauldron with a fence, but here it sat in the open, like a stone-rimmed Jacuzzi. Only deadly.
The mountain was a dormant volcano, with its fires smoldering far beneath the ground. Water seeped into the rock, then heated under pressure before boiling back to the surface. Dip your foot in and you’d get a scalding. Climb up those branches and dive in and you’d turn the cauldron into tourist soup. No doubt some bonehead had done it, too. Several boneheads, speaking several languages. Hence, the signs.
When they hiked up, Eric stared with a look of fascination. “A giant hot tub!”
“Not there, Ruk,” Wes said. “Not unless you want to boil up and die.”
He gave a honking laugh. “Boil and die!”
“Dude, you’re easily amused. Come on. Let’s go back to the bathing pools, down this way.”
The water divided into two streams as it flowed down the canyon, splitting at a massive stone thrust, before connecting again and then flowing into the river down at the trailhead. The right side was wading pools and the picnic area they’d already passed. On the left side people had gathered stones and channeled the water into a series of depressions that ranged in size from large wading pools to deeper holes no more than five feet across. Steam swirled into the air. Together with the thick, close canopy and the late afternoon light, it left the mountainside in a mysterious shroud. More people were packing up and leaving.
“In ten minutes, this place is going to be empty,” Becca said. “We’ll have it to ourselves.”
“Not entirely,” Wes said, with a nod to his brother, who was already peeling off his Sherlock hat, t-shirt, shoes, and knee-length socks. He looked up questioningly when he was down to his blue spandex suit.
“These aren’t the boil and die pools. Go for it.”
Eric found the biggest pool and waded in. He gasped at the heat, but shortly was splashing and goofing off like a kid. Wes envied his energy and enthusiasm.
Becca undressed as Wes sought out a quieter pool. She wore a maternity bathing suit underneath. Pregnant belly or no, she was still damn sexy.
“How about this one?” he said, bending to test the water with a hand. Hot, but not scalding.
“I like this one better,” she said, stopping in front of a steaming pool not much bigger than a bathtub. She sat on a boulder at the edge and dangled her feet in.
“I can’t see my brother from there.”
“He’ll be fine,” she said. “And he’s singing that damn Sherlock Holmes song from his game.”
“Head shot, Watson!” Eric cried.
Wes laughed as he undressed. When he was done, he slipped into the water. It was warm, but not particularly hot. Becca came down and was soon straddling his lap, removing any doubt as to her intentions. She kissed him. Her belly pressed into him, but so did her breasts, swollen from the pregnancy.
“Do you remember that time on the Golfo Dulce, when we swam out to the island?” she asked. “We got in the pool and stripped out of our dive suits. That was the first time I saw you naked.”
“We were supposed to look away, right?”
“I mostly did.”
“You were such a tease,” he said.
“I didn’t want to be your vacation fling. I wanted more.” She glanced over his shoulder as Eric stopped singing. A moment later, he started up again. “But if you’re looking for a fling,” she said, stroking her fingernails along his chest, “I could go for one right now.”
“Just like that? What if someone comes?”
“Bad light, and we’re mostly underwater. The last few hikers are down the hill. Nobody will see.”
She was sliding back and forth on his lap as she said this and within about three seconds he wouldn’t have been able to resist Becca if the whole Dutch contingent had shown up with their camera phones. She reached her hand down and tugged at his shorts, then she was pulling her own swimming suit to the side. He gasped as she eased herself down on top of him. She arched her back and moaned.
A few minutes later, when they were done, he opened his eyes to see Eric above them on the hillside. Wes startled, but his brother was squatting with his back turned, stacking stones at the edge of one of the pools. And wearing his Sherlock hat.
“Hmm,” Becca said, following Wes’s gaze. “We’re lucky he didn’t leap into our pool, oblivious.”
“You’re still a tease,” Wes said, giving Becca’s bottom a pinch as she slid off and moved to one side.
“I am? You seduced me, sir. Saw that my body was wracked with hormones, and took advantage of me. And in public.”
“I have no shame, it is true.”
“That’s the sort of unprotected sex that can get a girl pregnant, you know. The nuns warned me about that. It only takes one time.”
“Really? I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.
They sat for a minute listening to the burbling water overflowing the cascading hot water pots to run down the hillside. Wes put a hand on Becca’s belly, but the baby lay still and he didn’t feel anything. Gradually, the disquiet of the unresolved case replaced the mellow post-lovemaking feeling.
“I don’t want to go back tomorrow,” he said at last.
“I never thought we would.” Becca’s tone was matter-of-fact.
He gave her a sharp look. “We’re packed up. We told the housekeeper we’d clear out in the morning.”
“Only so we can find another place. Harder for your uncle to track us down that way.”
“So we’re going to blow him off?”
“Wasn’t that the plan all along?” she asked. “I mean, you never seriously thought we would give up now, did you?”
“Well, no. But I thought we’d go back to Vermont and work on something else until we figured out what Davis was thinking.”
“Wes, imagine if it were you. You’ve been suffering LIS for seven years. Someone wants to hide you so badly they brought you to Costa Rica and stashed you in a secretive place like Colina Nublosa. You’re dying inside. Do you want to wait another six months? A year?”
“No.”
“I sent Meggie Kerr a message. I looked right at her and as clearly as I could communicate it, let her know that I’d heard her tapping. She has to know I’m looking for her. She must be going crazy.”
“I know,” Wes said.
He thought about people like Meggie all the time. It was worse than being a prisoner in solitary confinement, worse than being straightjacketed in a padded cell. Worse than almost anything he could imagine. Sometimes he suffered nightmares where he had become the patient in a vast asylum, like something out of some Victorian hell. In the dreams, he lay in a vast hall filled with beds. In each bed lay a patient, and none of them were moving. Not so much as a blink of the eyes. Wes tried to scream, but his mouth wouldn’t move. He woke from these nightmares sweating, his heart pounding.
Becca said, “We find them, we rescue them. That’s our job. That’s the only thing that matters.”
“Why did Davis call us home?”
“I don’t know.”
“There has to be a reason,” he said.
“What do you think?”
“He’s afraid. First priority is to keep us alive, remember? Why would he say that? He must have learned something, and it freaked him out.”
“He wasn’t freaked out when we opened the call,” she said. “He was asking about the house, chatting about that kid in the Bronx.”
“I want to ask him,” Wes said. “Whatever it is, we deserve to know.”
Becca pushed wet hair out of her eyes. “And when he insists we fly home?”
“Then we’ll insist on staying. What’s he going to do, come down here and wrestle us onto the plane?”
“He could cancel our accounts, hire someone to shadow us, phone Colina Nublosa and tell them we’re snooping around.” Becca shrugged. “If he’s serious, he can mess with us a dozen ways.”
“So we stay?”
“We stay,” she said firmly. “And we finish the job.”
“He’s going to find out soon enough. When we don’t show up for work, he’ll call the airline and figure out we weren’t on the flight. He can mess with us plenty, then.”
“Right. So we have three days, tops.”
“You’ve thought this out,” Wes said.
“I have. And I have a plan.”
He was getting hot in the water, so he hoisted himself out and waited for Becca to explain. She wore a look of grim determination.
“We need someone on the inside,” she said. “That’s how we got to Walter Fitzroy. I took a job as an aide.”
“They already know you from that stunt you pulled. And you’re pregnant, so it’s not like you can go in disguise. Besides,” he added. “You don’t speak Spanish. I do, though.”
“We have three days, Wes, before Davis is on to us. They’re not going to hire you in three days, even if they have a job opening, which they probably don’t. And can they even hire a foreigner without papers in this country? There are probably laws about that.”
“So if neither of us can get a job, then how do we infiltrate?” he asked.
“We’re not sending an employee. We’re sending a patient.”
Becca turned her gaze as she said this. It fell on Eric, still goofing around in his hat and electric blue trunks at the edge of the water. He’d ripped the seat of his shorts on the rocks, revealing more than either of them cared to see. Good thing he had two identical pairs back at the house.
“No,” Wes said.
“This is his chance to play Sherlock Holmes.”
“I mean it, no.”
“I sent Jerry Usher an email last night via their web form, and he answered this morning. Said they would be happy to accept a high-functioning resident. I filled out the application as you, and sent in a deposit, together with some forged medical records we happened to have on hand for just this sort of contingency.”
“Becca!” Wes said, sharply.
“I only hope the bank doesn’t flag the withdrawal, or Davis will see what we’re doing. It was twenty thousand, and I have to cough up the first six months by the thirtieth.”
“Twenty thousand a month? What kind of a ripoff is that? Eric’s group home is only fourteen hundred.”
“It’s a high-class joint.”
“Never mind,” he said. “I won’t let him do it.”
“Maybe you should ask Eric,” she said, her tone gentle. “Instead of treating him like a child.”
“But he is a child. That’s the point. My brother suffered serious brain damage at birth, in case you forgot. Or maybe that doesn’t matter to you.”
“Be fair, Wes.” She sounded hurt at his tone.
“I’m sorry, but think about it. His memory is poor, his powers of observation suck. He has a hard time reading people, and he’s distracted by moving objects. I love Eric, but he can’t hold down a job and he lives in a group home so someone will remind him to brush his teeth.”
Becca was silent and he continued.
“I’ve asked myself a million times why my twin brother and not me. The umbilical cord wrapped around his neck, but it could have easily been mine. So I have to take care of him. I can’t put him in danger, no matter how good the reason.”
She heaved herself out of the water and took Wes’s hand. “There’s one thing your brother has that he didn’t lose. You both have the same moral compass.”
“Becca, I couldn’t stand it when you hiked up there alone. I kept worrying what would happen to you and the baby if something went wrong.”
“I know. You would have stopped me if I’d let you. Too bad you didn’t marry that kind of girl.” She squeezed his hand. “Eric knows right from wrong. Ask him. Tell him what we need and ask.”
“And what am I asking? Go undercover in the facility and what?”
“Take your cell phone. It can record video. Eric will get Meggie Kerr alone, turn on the camera, and then ask her a few carefully memorized questions. She will tap and blink her answers, then we’ll get Eric out of there and get home. Once we’re back in the United States, we’ll raise a stink until the Costa Rican authorities have no choice but to act.”
Wes chewed on his lip. It sounded so simple. Why couldn’t Wes try it himself? He’d been in a few plays before; maybe he could act the part of someone mentally handicapped.
No, not convincingly. And who would introduce him at the facility anyway? Not Becca or Eric. He couldn’t just show up at the front gates.
“Hypothetically,” Wes said, “say we drop him off on Monday, then Davis starts wondering why we didn’t show up later that day. He blows the whole thing. Canceling our accounts and all the rest of it.”
“Once your brother is on the inside, Davis will have to go along. He’ll be pissed,” she added. “But he’ll have no choice unless he wants to put Eric’s life at risk.”
“You mean more at risk. Eric will be at risk the moment we send him in.”
But Becca was right about so many things. It was an elegant solution. Nobody would expect a mentally handicapped patient to be investigating.
“Can we trust him?” Wes asked. “He’s got the attention span of a cocker spaniel.”
“He only needs to do a couple of things. Get Meggie alone, get her on camera, then keep his mouth shut.”
“Even that will take some serious drilling to get into his head.”
“We have thirty-six hours. Three things—that’s all he has to learn.”
Wes looked at his brother. The rip had grown. Any more and it would split right in two along the butt crack. It would be dusk soon, which only lasted a few minutes here at the tropics. Time to get out of here.
“Hey, Ruk,” he called. “Come here for a sec.”
Eric flipped his head up too fast and the hat slid off his head. He made a desperate lunge and caught it just before it fell in the water. He pulled it low over his eyes and slapped a hand on top as if afraid it would fly away of its own volition.
“Where are all the froggies?” Eric asked. “I hear them, but I can’t see them.”
“The water is too hot, Ruk. They don’t want to boil into frog-leg stew, so they stay in the trees.”
His brother snickered at this.
“Hey, Becca and I were talking just now. You know why we came down here, right?”
“’Cuz you wanted to be kissy in the water?”
“No, silly,” Becca said, though she couldn’t keep the grin from her face even as Wes felt himself flush. “He means why we came to Costa Rica.”
“Oh, yeah. To help the nice lady in the wheelchair.”
“That’s right,” Wes said, nodding. “We’re looking for a woman who can’t move her body. It doesn’t work right, and so she’s a prisoner. Like Uncle Davis, or Walter Fitzroy. They need a computer to talk because they can’t move.”
For a moment he was tempted to frame the thing in the most frightening way possible. Something about dark, confined spaces. That would freak Eric out. Let him know the danger, imply that being locked-in might be a risk for him, too. Heavy emphasis on Davis’s warning that they might be in danger.
But Eric deserved the chance to make his own decision. And that meant playing fair with the facts.
“Becca and I want you to help us talk to the woman. It isn’t going to be easy. You’re going to have to think really hard, and pay very, very close attention.”
“That’s easy!”
“Yeah? We’ll see. And it might be dangerous.”
Eric smiled back, unperturbed by this warning. He rocked back and forth on his heels. “What do I do? What?”
Wes looked at Becca. She met his gaze firmly, then spoke to Eric.
“Ruk,” she said, “we need you to go undercover for us. We need you to be Sherlock Holmes for real.”
“For real?” he looked at Wes, eyes widening.
“For real, Ruk,” Wes said.
“For real! Sherlock Holmes! Hound of the Baskervilles! Red-Headed League! The Scarlet Band!”
Becca said, “Don’t forget Sherlock Holmes: Zombie Assassin.”
Eric let out a snorting laugh. “Silly! That’s not real!”
A nervous feeling twisted at Wes’s gut to watch Eric’s excitement bubbling over. There would be no talking him out of it now. Becca smiled at Wes, but there was a twinge of something unreadable in her expression. Sorrow, maybe? Guilt? Also, a flash of determination.
We find them, we rescue them. That’s our job. That’s the only thing that matters.
And Eric was now a part of the team. He would do his job.
 



Chapter Five
It was far too early when Meggie woke. A groggy, fuzzy feeling filled her head and she was sure she should still be asleep. Three straight nights they’d hammered her unconscious with whatever horse pill they’d ground into her applesauce, and she’d drooled her way through two full days with equally powerful sedatives forced down her throat at breakfast. Every time she felt herself swimming up to consciousness, they gave her a new dose. So why was she waking now?
Something was drumming on the roof, like a single, noisy drip of water. Plop, plop, plop.
Only gradually did she realize it wasn’t rain at all, and it wasn’t the roof. The sound came from inside the room. Someone stood at the head of her bed, tapping on her skull. Her eyes opened.
The birds outside the window were going crazy with their early morning birdsong and assorted bickering in the trees. It was light gray through the open shutters and her eyes turned around the room. Someone rapped her head with a knuckle or a stick, but she couldn’t quite focus yet. What was . . . why?
The resident halls of Colina Nublosa were divided into buildings called habitats, which stood on stilts so they were up in the canopy like treehouses. The habitats radiated on spokes of covered walkways from the main building and blended into the environment like a large, sophisticated eco-lodge. Inside, the floors, walls, and furniture were tropical hardwoods, with beautiful details. The beds were firm and comfortable, and boasted 1,200-thread-count sheets. Shutters around the room opened onto a gorgeous tropical mountain view. The place must cost a fortune, and it had always bewildered Meggie that a working-class girl like herself had ended up in a place like this.
“Good morning, sunshine,” a woman said. The words were cheerful, but delivered in a cold, venomous tone.
The tapping continued, right on her skull. Whatever it was (it felt like a pencil) moved in and out of her peripheral vision.
What are you doing? Who are you?
“Are you awake in there? They say you are, but I’ve always wondered. What kind of miserable, pathetic life you must lead. Why don’t you die? Close your eyes and stop breathing. Do it. The world would be a better place.”
Leave me alone.
“It must kill you not to talk. Seven years without so much as a moan passing through your lips. And before the accident you never shut up. Always babbling away, talking about nothing. Verbal diarrhea, that’s what I told Benjamin. Whatever came into your head, you had to crap it out your mouth.”
Meggie’s mind began to shake off the drugs. As it did, she recognized the voice. Seven years had passed, but it still possessed a gleaming, sharp edge, like a dagger tip sharpened to such a point that it could slide through the ribs and barely draw blood before puncturing the lungs and bursting the heart. Meggie’s stomach dropped.
“It pissed him off when I said that,” the woman continued. “He never said a word against me. Never dared. But the tips of his ears turned red. So cute, my cousin. So weak and vulnerable. He needed someone to take care of him. That someone wasn’t you.”
Kaitlyn Potterman.
Meggie had known all along, hadn’t she? Known that Kaitlyn was a vicious backstabber. If not, why hadn’t Meggie blurted her discovery to Benjamin the moment she found out?
Your cousin is stealing from the company. Look at these transfers. Fifty thousand, then thirty thousand. Twenty more on four separate occasions between October and the end of the year. Yes, I know there are invoices in Spanish from Costa Rica, but there’s no such thing as Asociación Tierra Alta. It’s a bogus company, they went bankrupt two years ago. She’s bought it, she’s the owner. It’s not a grower co-op, it’s her way of stealing.
Any reasonable person would have looked at Meggie’s paper trail and called the police to nail Kaitlyn to the door. Benjamin himself would have done it to anyone else. Even one of his brothers, Meggie was convinced.
But not his cousin. And when Kaitlyn found out, she’d go ballistic. No question.
The night before their descent into the cave in the Nevada desert, Meggie had asked herself some hard questions. They were in a dusty little town named Brine Hollow at the base of the Snake Range, staying in a rundown motel with a cracked parking lot, overblown with tumbleweeds. Kitschy dinosaurs made of re-bar and hubcaps and other assorted junk lined the weedy strip between the motel and the highway. The office was a trailer on cinder blocks. The motel was the closest to the caves, roughly forty miles distant, so they forked over their fifty bucks per room, said that no, they weren’t going to be around for the continental breakfast (nobody on the team was remotely tempted, even if they hadn’t planned to leave before dawn), and lugged their gear to their rooms.
Not surprisingly, the motel rooms were equally shabby, so they found the only bar in town, trying to avoid the frowns of the locals who looked up from pool tables and video slot machines. An old-fashioned jukebox played country music over the digital ringing of the slots. A fly strip covered in black specks swirled in the air kicked up by the overhead fan. The doors were closed, so there was nothing to cut the smell of sweat, beer, and stale cigarette smoke that hung around the people inside. A huge guy with a cowboy hat, boots, and a nose that looked to have been busted up several times stared them down.
“I saw this once in a movie,” Benjamin muttered. “It didn’t end well. Maybe we should grab some beer at the mini-mart and drink in our room.”
“Take it easy,” HalfOrc said. His real name was Paul Gorry, but he preferred his forum handle. “Don’t come in with an attitude and you’ll be fine.”
Both HalfOrc and Duperre were from out West, and Meggie figured they recognized the vibe, and it was safe. Besides, Duperre was an older guy in his late fifties—wiry and fit, but with a casual, non-threatening demeanor. Surely, they wouldn’t jump him.
She grabbed Benjamin’s sleeve and pulled him in, growing impatient. Part of not having an attitude was not freaking out because of a few cowboys in a bar.
Sure enough, after a couple of beers, the guys were playing pool for drinks with the locals, winning and losing their share. It took Benjamin longer to warm up, but when he did, he was fine. Didn’t make an idiot out of himself.
Meggie found herself throwing darts with the girlfriend of the big cowboy with the busted-up nose. Her name was Feather, and she had a hard look. Bleached blond hair, plenty of tats, bionic boobs that jutted at a right angle to her body and were surely pumped with silicon, and a face that had seen a lot of sun and hard drinking.
“Is that skinny one your boyfriend?” Feather asked with a nod toward Benjamin, who lined up for a shot at the pool table. He was laughing at some story Duperre was telling.
“Fiancé,” Meggie said, throwing her dart. Right in the bulls-eye, which won the game.
“Damn,” Feather said, as she collected the darts and passed the blue ones back to Meggie. “Nice throw.” Another glance at Benjamin. “Guy must be rich, huh?”
Meggie let out a surprised snort. She almost answered yeah, he was. He was about to take over the family company. But she held back. “What do you mean?”
“That dude has a stick up his ass. Your buddies ain’t too warm to him, and you looked bent outta shape when he set one foot in Maxi’s and turned up his nose. So I thought maybe he was rich.”
Meggie nodded toward Duperre and HalfOrc. “We never met those other two before today. So we’re just getting to know each other.”
“Guess that explains why the other two fellas went out to have a smoke with my Don, while your man stayed inside shooting pool by himself.”
“We’re all tired,” Meggie explained. “Drove all the way from Salt Lake today, and we’ve got a big hike into the desert tomorrow. We all get along fine, I swear.”
“Got it.” Only Feather didn’t sound like she got it. She sounded skeptical.
“What are you saying?”
Feather shrugged. “What do I know? I ain’t no judge of character. My ex used to beat me up, and Don drinks too much. Boss said he shows up hungover one more time, he’s getting his ass kicked to the curb.”
“Benjamin is all right, anyway. He makes a good living. He treats me okay.”
“Okay, huh?”
“That means a lot to me,” Meggie said. “I had a lot of struggles growing up, so I wanted someone stable.”
“Something bad happen when you was a kid?”
Meggie hesitated. Back East, you didn’t start bitching to a stranger about your drunk boyfriend or your abusive ex, not unless you wanted to be taken for trailer trash, but somehow it sounded natural coming out of Feather’s mouth in that unvarnished western twang. And that made Meggie want to talk about it.
“My mother died when I was six,” she said, “and my dad left me to be raised by my uncle and aunt. He went to Alaska to work on a salmon boat. He sent back money, but didn’t bother calling or emailing. My uncle and aunt did their duty, but they wanted me out at eighteen. Never sent me a dime after that. I worked my way through school and never looked back.”
“And your dad?”
“Haven’t heard from him in years.”
“Dumbass,” Feather said in a tone of solidarity. Her dart hit the bulls-eye and she pumped her fist. She grabbed her beer from the table and drank the last bit, then shouted at the bartender to pour her another Bud. “Winner buys next round?” she said to Meggie.
“Duh, you’re ahead by twenty points. No way. Next game.”
“Deal.”
“Anyway, Benjamin is all right,” Meggie continued. “His family coughed up a hairball the first time they heard of me, but they came around. Maybe it’s because his parents figure they don’t have much time if they want grandkids.”
“How old is your man?” Feather asked.
“My fiancé? Only twenty-six. But his parents were in their forties when they had their kids, so they’re pretty old. Anyway, they’ve got money. The family runs a coffee company.”
“Like a diner? Or a coffee shop?”
“No, they import beans from Central America.”
“Oh, wow. So they are rich.”
Meggie shrugged. “It’s not a huge company, but they do pretty well. Benjamin is the oldest of his brothers, so he’s in charge now that his dad is retiring. The younger two both think they can run it better, and I think his cousin Kaitlyn does too, but he’s in charge. Benjamin just needs to toughen up a little and he’ll be fine.”
“Gotta watch out for family.”
“No kidding,” Meggie said. “It’s a big frigging mess.”
Once Meggie got going, she didn’t stop. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t just westerners who ran off their mouths. And Feather was plenty chatty herself. She told Meggie about how her best friend from high school was working at a brothel in Winnemucca, how Feather cobbled together a living cleaning rooms at the motel and waiting tables at the diner. In turn, she let Meggie dump all her frustrations about Benjamin and his family.
The two women played a while longer, the guys still drinking and playing pool. Meggie only weighed 120 pounds and was seriously buzzed, even though she’d only had three beers. Time to call it a night. She didn’t know about HalfOrc and Duperre, but she figured if she didn’t get to bed soon, she’d be dragging in the morning when the alarm went off. And hungover, if she didn’t stop drinking.
After saying her goodbyes to Feather, she went over and tapped on Benjamin’s shoulder to tell him she was heading back to the motel.
“Okay,” he said, returning the pool cue to the rack. It was the middle of the game, and Don, Feather’s boyfriend, groaned.
“I’m just telling you,” she said. “You can stay if you want. It’s not that late, but I’m tired.”
“Okay. Do you think I should finish up here? Or should I come with you?”
“I don’t know, are you tired? We leave at 5:30 A.M.”
“What do you think? Tell me if I should come to bed or not,” he said. “Maybe I should.”
“Dude,” she said, starting to grow annoyed. “You know the drill in the morning. How much have you had to drink? No, it’s cool. Use your own judgment.”
In the end, he decided he should go back with her. Meggie told him to finish the game—she’d wait—then paid the bar tab for the two of them and led him into the cool night air. Crickets chirped, and a breeze blew off the high desert that smelled of sagebrush and sand. Hard to believe that in twelve hours she’d be dangling from a rope, rappelling two hundred feet into the ground.
She eyed Benjamin in the flickering neon of the broken bar sign before they picked their way across the darkened parking lot toward the highway and the motel directly opposite. Benjamin didn’t look overly drunk. Maybe now was the time.
“It’s good to get away from work,” she said.
“I wish I had cell coverage,” he said. “I should check my email.”
“At least you didn’t say check in with your cousin.”
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Benjamin said.
His voice was pinched. Was he angry Meggie had taken him to a dead zone? Gah, what was it with those two? Couldn’t they leave each other alone for three days?
She squeezed his arm. “I know you’re close to family, but you’ve got to make your own life sooner or later.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Never mind.” They reached the highway, which stretched straight and flat in either direction, a dark ribbon across the desert plain. On the other side, the dim lights along the front of the motel gave it a depressed, gloomy air. “It’s just you guys are all working together, I think you lose perspective.”
“I don’t think we do.”
“I mean, what would happen if someone in the family tried to rip the rest of you off?” Meggie asked. “It would be hard to stand up to family. You’d make excuses for them and stuff.”
“You mean like if my brothers were trying to get control of Tropical Beans?”
“Or stealing from the company, yeah. Or even Kaitlyn. I mean, what would you do? It would be hard.”
“She’d never do that.”
“But what if she did? What if she were stealing? It would be tough, but you’d have to do something.”
“Don’t be stupid.” His tone was bristling. “Never happen.”
Funny how Benjamin could be so malleable in some cases. He couldn’t even decide whether or not to leave the bar without her input. As if that mattered. But when it came to something important, like getting out from under Kaitlyn’s thumb, he turned huffy and defensive. Meggie decided to drop it for now. Maybe in the morning, or down in the cave, underground, with all pretension stripped away. Maybe then she’d bring it up.
“Anyway, I’m glad we’re out here together,” she said, as they reached the motel.
There were two new cars in the parking lot. Good. A few more people would make this place look less deserted and spooky.
“Me, too,” he said.
“You’ve been working too hard. And it’s been forever since we got away from your family. I’ve missed that. Missed the alone time.” He didn’t say anything, and Meggie knew she should let it drop, but her mouth had the need to fill the silence, so it kept running away. “We need more time alone, don’t you think?”
“We’re hardly alone. There are other people on the trip, remember.”
Meggie stood in front of the door and fumbled at the lock. It didn’t use a keycard, but an actual key on a fob. “Not the same thing. We don’t know those guys and they’re not prying into our lives or anything. Not like . . . ” Her voice trailed off just in time. Mention Kaitlyn again and he’d go off, and that would ruin the night.
He didn’t say anything, but she felt him stiffen behind her shoulder as she finally guided the key into the darkened lock. The door swung open. The light was on.
And there she was, kicked back on one of the two double beds, reading a book. Benjamin’s cousin herself. Kaitlyn. She’d peeled back the covers, stripped out of her clothes and now sat on the sheets wearing nothing but panties and a skimpy camisole.
“Oh, hey, Meggie,” she said, flashing her wide smile that looked so charming until you got to know the venomous person behind those gleaming teeth. “Ready for some caving?”
 



Chapter Six
Before Meggie could collect her wits and ask what the hell was going on, Benjamin was pushing into the room with a confused expression. Kaitlyn tossed aside her book, sprang from the bed and gave him a hug.
“What, when?” he sputtered.
“Surprised?”
“Well, yeah. How did you get out here so fast?”
Kaitlyn didn’t answer, but looked around the room. “What a dump. You couldn’t find anything better?”
“There’s nothing for fifty miles,” he said. “But when did you decide to come?”
“Yeah,” Meggie said, finding her voice at last. She gave Benjamin a hard stare. “And how did you even know how to find us?”
Kaitlyn shrugged. “I know I said I couldn’t make it, but the conference ended early and I jumped on a standby flight.” She threw up her hands. “So here I am.”
“That doesn’t answer the question,” Meggie said.
The other woman frowned. “What, is your caving expedition full or something?”
She still had her arms wrapped around Benjamin’s neck from her “hug,” and if anyone had walked in right now, what would they possibly think? Meggie stood stupidly at the doorway, while her fiancé enjoyed the embrace of a cute young woman bulging out of her camisole, her lower half in panties right up against his crotch.
Meggie struggled to contain the scream that threatened to burst out of her mouth. “Benjamin, could I talk to you for a moment?”
He pulled away and flushed. He wore a sickly expression, like the face of a kid who has eaten most of his Halloween candy in one go, but can’t stop eating the last few pieces. “What for?”
“I think you know.” She pushed open the motel room door and nodded her head toward the parking lot.
He started to follow her out, but Kaitlyn put a hand on his arm and he stopped like an obedient dog at the edge of a leash. “Come on, Meggie, don’t overreact,” she said.
“You can’t just show up. How did you even know?”
“It wasn’t a secret, was it? I saw you asking around on the forums. Duperre made a couple of comments in one thread, so I sent him a PM asking what was up. He told me. Of course I wondered why nobody invited me. But it seemed like your dates were bad, so I didn’t push it.”
Kaitlyn sounded hurt and confused, as if traveling across the country without warning, renting a car somewhere, and driving hundreds of miles across the desert to show up unannounced was a perfectly reasonable course of action. Digging around, spying in the forums. But no, she was the aggrieved party, because she hadn’t been invited.
What’s more, Meggie could see from Benjamin’s expression that Kaitlyn’s appearance wasn’t totally unexpected. He must have given her details, too. Must have known this was a possibility.
“We’ve got a trip plan written up and recorded,” Meggie said. “It’s going to be a pain in the butt to change it now. Do you even have your own gear?”
She looked doubtfully at Kaitlyn’s bags in the corner. Didn’t seem there was enough there to include caving equipment.
“I’ve got everything I need in the car. Don’t worry, I won’t be any trouble, I promise.”
“Duperre is the trip leader,” Meggie said. “I’m not going to ask him to change the plans. Not now. Makes us look like newbies who don’t know what we’re doing.”
Gah, this was all wrong. Giving multiple excuses was worse than none at all. Why didn’t she just say, Look, I don’t want you here. I need time alone with my fiancé without you butting in. Oh yeah, and you’re ripping off the company. What do you have to say about that, you lying, stealing sack of . . .?
But Meggie didn’t say anything like that. Truth was, she was afraid of Kaitlyn. Maybe the woman suspected, guessed that Meggie was on to her. And this whole surprise visit was designed to turn Benjamin’s affections, make it so when Meggie brought up the fraud, he’d doubt her. It would look like she was jealous. Desperate to break apart the cousins’ special friendship.
Kaitlyn never left them alone, and about twenty minutes later they were in their beds, Benjamin and Meggie in the bed closest to the bathroom, and Kaitlyn in the one by the outside door. It was pitch black in the room and Meggie lay there fuming, unable to see her rival in the next bed, but sensing the woman’s malevolent presence.
After about twenty minutes, Benjamin snuggled up to Meggie and began touching her, like he wanted to start something.
“Dude,” she whispered. “Your cousin is three feet away.”
“She’s asleep,” he whispered back. “Listen, she’s not moving.”
Kaitlyn did seem to be lying quietly in the other bed, motionless. Benjamin kept trying.
Men. Didn’t matter the situation, there was no putting them off once they got in the mood.
Meggie was most definitely not in the mood. She was tired, feeling yucky from the long day of travel, and skeeved out by the dumpy motel and the presence of Kaitlyn in the room. But there was something about the other woman sleeping in the next bed in her panties and bulging out of her camisole that made her reluctant to turn him down. Like she was feeling competitive or something. So she gave in.
Only when they were halfway done and she saw that Benjamin was into it, and not just bored or suffering typical male horniness, did it occur to her that maybe it was Kaitlyn that had him so turned on. That left Meggie doubly skeeved out. It ended without any satisfaction on her part. Benjamin didn’t seem to notice. He rolled over and yanked on his boxers, then promptly fell asleep.
Had Benjamin always suffered this sick fascination with Kaitlyn, and if so, why hadn’t Meggie seen it? The first time she met him was when she was waiting tables at that wings and pizza place in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He came in with one of his brothers and a couple of buddies. It was twenty minutes to closing time, and of course they only wanted mozzarella sticks and a couple of beers—no big tips forthcoming.
Worse, they were clueless. The friends kept hitting on her, and the brother was a pompous idiot, who managed to insert comments about how much money he had, how he was going to Harvard, and how he had big-shot investment firms lining up to offer him a job at graduation.
She plastered a smile on her face and gritted her teeth, while trying not to look pointedly at the clock. Her feet felt like bloody stumps, she had a chemistry test in the morning, and tips tonight had sucked. A half-hour after closing, all her night work done, and still they were screwing around out there, calling her over to run their mouths.
When the owner started to total the till and gave the young men a scowl, Meggie figured she had permission. She plastered a sympathetic look on her face and brought them the bill “Well, guys,” she said. “I’m afraid we’re closing. So if you want to settle up . . .”
“How about another calamari plate for the road?” one of them asked.
“Sorry. The fryer is closed. Maybe next time.”
“Ooh, there goes her tip,” he said. He gave Meggie a glance that was half-wink, half-leer. “Does this mean you’re off? What are you doing tonight?”
The one with the curly hair hadn’t been drinking and looked up from sending a text. He winced. “Dude, don’t be an asshole.” Then, to Meggie, “Sorry, it’s the end of the semester. We’re just blowing off steam. You know how it is.”
“Tell me about it,” she said, dryly. “I’ve got finals tomorrow and here I am working late, when I should be home studying.”
“Oh, you’re going to college, too? Where is that? Bunker Hill Community College?”
“Harvard,” she said.
All four of them looked uncomfortable. No doubt they were thinking about how they’d been bragging it up about Harvard for the past hour. Well, three of them had been, at least. The cute guy with the curly hair hadn’t been such a jerk. He’d mostly been texting, but was now studying her with a different expression.
Meggie felt awkward and wished she’d kept her mouth shut. If even half of what they’d said was true, these were trust fund babies. Everything paid for. No need to work. Meggie had accepted plenty of student aid, but what didn’t come in grants had saddled her with tens of thousands in debt. And she had to work fifteen hours a week on top of everything else. Harvard liked to pretend that it was a meritocracy, that once you got in, you would be treated like anyone else. The reality was, Meggie had to bust her butt to make this work; she doubted these four had any clue what it took. And when they finished, and they scooped up their mid-six-figure jobs, working for the family company or Wall Street or wherever, they’d only move from one privileged bubble to another.
Meggie hoped to get a master’s in education and teach high school biology. Hopefully, she’d earn enough to pay off her student loans.
The awkward moment served one purpose. The four guys paid their bill, gave her a respectable eighteen percent tip, and left shortly after. Two days later, the one with the curly hair showed up at the restaurant to apologize for the behavior of his companions. He wasn’t like that, he promised. That was his brother and his brother’s friends, and he didn’t hang out with them that much. Mostly, he was closer to his cousin, but she was in London, finishing a year studying abroad.
Oh, and was Meggie sticking around Cambridge over the summer? Sure, Meggie answered. It’s not like she had anywhere else to go.
Kaitlyn didn’t return until the fall, and by then Meggie had fallen hard for Benjamin. He was awfully close to his cousin, calling and texting constantly. That was a little strange. And Benjamin let himself be pushed around by his brothers, by his parents, by his friends. Even by Meggie, when she wasn’t careful. It wasn’t his best trait, but she wasn’t perfect either.
They were each graduating the following year, Meggie with a bachelor’s, and Benjamin with his MBA. He was going to be training to take over the family business. What if she joined the company, too? Could they make that work? She thought they could.
And that was the apex of the relationship, Meggie decided, two years later, lying in the dumpy motel room next to her fiancé, with his cousin in the next bed. Kaitlyn proved to be more than conniving, she’d proven herself a thief and a liar. Benjamin was too weak to run his own company. Too weak to stand up to his cousin and his brothers. Too weak to be Meggie’s husband.
I can’t do this anymore.
The door banged open in the adjacent room, and HalfOrc and Duperre’s muffled voices came through the thin wall. She lay there a long time wondering how she would break the news about Kaitlyn’s theft.
I won’t marry into this—it’s not worth it. Either he cuts her loose, or I’m done.
 



Chapter Seven
When the alarm went off the next morning at 5:00, Meggie waited until Kaitlyn was in the shower, then rolled out of bed, leaving Benjamin still dozing, apparently using the two women as his virtual snooze button. She slipped outside and knocked on the door of the adjacent motel room.
Duperre cracked the door and squinted out over the chain through bloodshot eyes. “Crap, is it time already?”
“I’ve got to talk to you before my boyfriend gets up. Can I come in?”
He rattled the chain and let her in. HalfOrc had the hot water pot going and was mixing up instant coffee in Styrofoam cups. The diner up the road opened at 5:30. They planned to slam down a big breakfast before driving out to the caving site.
Meggie gratefully accepted a cup of the nasty coffee, then sat in the chair and quickly laid out what had happened last night when Kaitlyn showed up in their room.
“I take it you don’t like this lady,” Duperre said.
She didn’t want to get into details. “We have a trip plan. I don’t know why she showed up, but it’s not kosher.”
“Not really,” Duperre agreed. “But five people is better than four. Probably the optimal number for this descent, to be honest. Someone gets injured, that leaves two to stay behind and two more to run for help. Has she got all her gear?”
“She says she does. But I don’t know—it’s weird, is all.”
“Look, Megs, if you’ve got a bad feeling, tell me. I’m the trip leader, I’ll make a call.”
“Well . . .” Meggie began.
She was trying to work around how to say it without dumping out Benjamin’s dirty laundry. And how to explain why Kaitlyn creeped her out.
But Duperre apparently took her hesitation the wrong way. “If you’re worried I’ll be pissed off, don’t. I mean, in general, you don’t show up like that, but it’s not your fault. Anyway, I know Kaitlyn from the board and she’s cool—online, anyway. We did some BSing about Nevada caving on the forum and I knew she was hoping things would straighten out at work so she could come along.” He shrugged. “She’s here now, so we’ll be fine with that.” He turned to HalfOrc. “What do you think?”
“What’s she look like? Is she hot?”
Duperre elbowed him. “Dude, shut up.”
The other man shrugged. “Nah, I’m cool. Whatever.”
Meggie gave up. She went back to her room, deciding to grit her teeth and go through with it. If not for the absolute evidence that Kaitlyn was stealing from the company, she almost could have forgotten that sexy hug last night, and how it left Benjamin so turned on. So what? It was weird, them being cousins and all, but Meggie wasn’t the jealous type. Not really.
Breakfast went fine. Kaitlyn was all charm with the two other men, and barely flirted with her cousin at all. She was sweet as the high-fructose, fake maple syrup that came in pitchers to the table to drench their pancakes. Duperre updated the caving plan, then quizzed them on gear and supplies. Outside, they dropped the tailgate on Duperre’s extended-cab pickup to double-check equipment: boots, headlamps and helmets, ropes and harnesses, surveying gear, caving packs, a first aid kit, and everything else on the list. He had a clipboard and he physically checked them off one by one. Duperre even checked the food supplies, and broke open another pack of energy bars, which he passed around to put in their packs.
“You never know what we’ll find down there,” he said. “Hate to call it quits early because someone has the munchies.”
The older man’s professionalism calmed Meggie’s nerves, and by the time they crammed into the truck and headed east into the Snake Range, she found herself getting excited about the cave.
But when they crawled into the hills on a dusty ranch road, Duperre started getting sick. He pulled over on a steep, winding turn, then bent over in front of the bumper, breathing heavily.
“You okay?” Meggie called.
“Yeah, I’m good. Give me a minute.”
“What, is he carsick or something?” Kaitlyn asked HalfOrc, but the other man shrugged.
He came back still pale, but looking stronger. “Sorry, guys. That doesn’t usually happen to me.”
They spent another quarter of a mile bumping over and through ruts before he had to stop again. This time he stomped down the emergency brake, staggered out, and puked his guts over the edge of the hill.
HalfOrc got out, too. He walked around for a few seconds, then came back with his hand over his belly and a deep scowl on his face.
“Don’t tell me you’re carsick, too,” Kaitlyn said.
“I don’t get it,” Duperre said when he got back. “I never get motion sickness. Not like this.”
“Feel like I’m going to have a bad case of the shits,” HalfOrc said. “Maybe it was that greasy spoon where we ate this morning. Food poisoning.”
The other three exchanged bewildered glances. None of them were affected. Finally, Benjamin dug around in his pack for Dramamine, which the two sick men took.
Meggie spread the map in the backseat. “We’re almost to the trailhead. Another twenty minutes.”
“I can hold on that long,” HalfOrc said. “How about you, dude?”
Duperre nodded. “I’m sure I’ll be better once we stop driving.”
But by the time they reached the spot marked on the map and parked, the two men had already stopped again and thrown up the Dramamine, then some Pepto Bismol, which came up pink. HalfOrc rushed off into the scrub oak with a roll of tissue. Moments later, explosive noises came from behind the trees.
Benjamin and the two women lined up the gear, then paced around the truck. The two sick men weren’t getting better. HalfOrc let out a flurry of curses from the brush.
Meggie came back to the vehicle, still in the middle of the ranch road, where Duperre lay in the truck bed with his pack as a pillow and one arm draped over his eyes. “I’m wondering if we should get you back down.”
He peered out. “What, you mean, a hospital?”
“You tell me.”
“It’s not that bad. I think I hit the worst.”
Meggie glanced up at the sky, with the sun rising from behind the mountains to the east. They were still in the shadow of the range, but the sunlight was spreading across the valley floor and would soon be overhead. A wide, sagebrush-strewn plain stretched thirty or forty miles to the west, unbroken by any towns or other signs of human civilization. A second, smaller range lifted its dry, brown shoulders above the valley floor on the opposite side. No clouds, no pollution, just a view that stretched forever. A single contrail split the blue dome like a smear of white frosting.
“The thing is,” Meggie began, worried he would protest. “I don’t think you’re fit to rappel into the cave. Sorry, that’s the way I see it.”
Duperre looked disgusted. “No, I can’t go down. HalfOrc, either.”
“Not your fault. We’ll scrub the descent.”
“Damn it!”
“No way,” Kaitlyn said from where she was standing with Benjamin in front of the bumper. She came around and he followed. “It’s totally not your fault,” she said to Duperre, “and I’m not blaming you for anything, but we came a long way to explore that cave.”
Duperre lifted his head from the pack and squinted at her. “Yeah, I know.”
“You’ve got everything you need right here,” Kaitlyn said. “Including a second GPS. We’ll hike up to the cave. It’ll take a bit to get set up. If you guys feel better in the next half-hour or so, come find us. Otherwise, we’ll be back tonight.”
“That’s fair enough,” Duperre said. “We can be sick here just as easily as back at the motel.”
HalfOrc made puking sounds from the bushes, followed by another string of expletives.
“The trip plan has five people,” Meggie protested.
Kaitlyn shrugged. “We already amended the plan once. We can do it again.”
“That was different,” Meggie said. “That was adding a person, figuring out the logistics. This is a question of safety.”
“Three people can make a safe descent,” Duperre said. “If there’s an experienced trip leader.”
“I’m experienced,” Kaitlyn said. “I’ve done twenty-seven descents, led six times.”
“We’ll stay behind and serve duty as surface watch,” Duperre said.
Meggie didn’t like it. “Three people is the minimum. We’re out in the middle of nowhere. It’s desert. There’s a hike, there might be rattlesnakes.”
“Stop worrying,” Kaitlyn said. She put her hands on her hips with an impatient look. “These two will be waiting at the truck if anything goes wrong.”
“They’re sick, they’re in no shape to—”
“They’ll be fine in a couple of hours, I’m sure,” Kaitlyn said.
“Oh, really? And how do you know that?”
Kaitlyn’s face darkened. “What is that supposed to mean? You think I had something to do with this?”
“I don’t know, did you?”
“Come on, Meggie,” Benjamin said. “That’s not fair.”
“I’m sure she didn’t,” Duperre said. “It was that crappy diner food.”
“Whatever, I don’t like it. Come on, Duperre. Help me out here. She wasn’t even a part of the plans twelve hours ago, and now she’s the trip leader?”
The older man looked uncertain. He also looked like he was working up to puke again and was in no shape to make this kind of decision. He glanced at Benjamin as he lifted himself and shifted to the edge of the truck.
“Your call, man,” Duperre said. “You’re the tie breaker.”
No, don’t put it in his hands.
Duperre leaned over the edge and barfed up a little. Then he was wracked with several rounds of dry heaves, before he finally eased back down with a groan.
“We’ll do it tomorrow,” Meggie told Benjamin. “We had a buffer day in case the weather turned crappy or something.”
He frowned. “That would have us driving half the night to Vegas so we could catch our flight on Sunday morning.”
Kaitlyn put her hand on his arm. “And I don’t even have that option. I’ve got to go back tomorrow.”
“You do?” he asked. “You never said that. I don’t know. Maybe Meggie is right. Sometimes you have to cancel. It’s not the end of the world.”
“You know you’ll be sorry if we don’t give it a shot.”
Meggie stared in frustration as Kaitlyn quite blatantly manipulated him. You couldn’t blame Duperre for giving in—he didn’t know Kaitlyn except online. But didn’t Benjamin know by now his cousin’s true character?
“Okay,” he said. “I guess we can.”
“Oh, come on,” Meggie said.
He gave a sheepish shrug. “Sorry, Megs. Don’t be mad.”
Even then Meggie knew she should balk. If she refused to go down, Benjamin and Kaitlyn would have no choice but to scrub. They could either try again tomorrow or not. Duperre and HalfOrc would think she was overreacting, but what did that matter?
When Meggie was eleven, she had gone to Six Flags as part of a classmate’s birthday party. Because her uncle and aunt were unmotivated to help her develop a social life, she’d had few opportunities to make friends among her peers, and so she was terrified of standing out. She had climbed into one of those swing carousels that spun a bunch of kids fifty feet above the ground, when she discovered that the buckle of her harness wouldn’t latch. It was supposed to hold her in her seat, but it was broken.
The teenage employee who was supposed to go around checking the harnesses started two swings beyond her as he went around the circle, and in his laziness, stopped just short on the other side. She was going to point out the broken buckle when he came, but then realized in fear when he turned his back that he was never going to check to make sure she was secured. Meggie opened her mouth to yell for him to look at her swing before he flipped the lever and started the ride, but her voice died in her throat. There were girls all around her and they would laugh. And besides, it was probably her fault, not the swing at all.
I’m going to die of embarrassment, she thought. I don’t want to look like an idiot, so I’m going to get flung fifty feet in the air and get killed.
She struggled in terror with the buckle as the ride picked up speed. Even then, as she passed the bored kid at the controls, she could have screamed for help, but didn’t. At the last moment, the harness latched.
Here she was, a dozen years later, and nothing had changed. She was about to die of embarrassment. Not that she truly believed that Kaitlyn had poisoned Duperre and HalfOrc, but she might have. Why not? That was her style. And it was doubtful that Kaitlyn would pull a stunt 200 feet underground, but she might. That was the terrifying thing. Meggie was convinced that Kaitlyn had a shorted circuit in her moral GPS. The little internal computer that said, hey, don’t push someone off a cliff because you don’t like her screwing your cousin.
But Meggie had been backed into a corner. And she didn’t speak up. Instead, she laced her boots, slathered sunblock, and strapped on her pack. Then she followed Benjamin and Kaitlyn up the hillside and away from the two sick men at the truck.
And hiked toward the cave in the desert.
 



Chapter Eight
Eric woke up in the new facility on his first morning and completely forgot about looking for the pretty lady. Everything was so new and wonderful here in Colin . . . Colina . . . Foggy Hill. That’s what Wes said the Spanish name meant. It had a swimming pool and parrots in the trees and eleven different kinds of breakfast cereal. He counted. Eleven!
It was only when he was walking back to his table with a third bowl of cereal that he remembered. He happened to glance to one side, at the wheelchair team, sitting around a big table on the veranda. They were eating outdoors. You couldn’t do that in Vermont most of the year. Not when there was snow. Heck, no!
Then Eric stared at the wheelchair people, his mouth open, wondering. They were all ages, young and old, with their heads slumping on their chests while aides spooned food into their mouths. Some had head restraints. One woman wore a string of pearls around her neck, and another old lady wore big diamond rings.
“Come on, Eric,” an aide said. “Nothing to look at. Some of the residents are low functioning. You’ll have to get used to it.”
“Riverwood had wheelchair people too,” he said. “That’s in Vermont. It’s the Green Mountain State.”
“Okay. Go sit down.”
He kept staring. There was something about these seven or eight residents that reminded him of something.
“I mean it,” the woman said. “Go sit down and eat your chocolate crispies.”
“Cocoa Puffs,” Eric corrected. “Chocolate crispies are fake and yucky. They turn to mush in the milk.”
His eyes drifted around the circle and then he saw her, a pretty blond lady.
Oh!
She looked like her picture, just like Wes showed him. Eric stirred himself to motion. When he walked by, her eyes followed. He felt a funny sort of feeling. Like she was a puppy and he wanted to pick her up and hug her and pet her. He wanted to hold her hand and tell her she was going to be okay. In fact, he was muttering it to himself.
“You’re okay. I’m here to help. My name is Eric and I’m from Vermont.”
He realized what he was doing and angrily told himself to cool it. He sat down and crunched his cereal in silence, thinking furiously, but not doing a good job at it. In a minute, the cereal was gone.
Remember, he told himself as he went back to the counter, this time for a bowl of Captain Crunch. Sherlock Holmes.
Investigate, watch and observe. Elementary. For a moment he forgot he wasn’t very smart.
He stood at the cereal counter so long that the aide from his team came to find him. “Come on Eric, you’ve had enough cereal. That’s your fourth bowl already.”
“But only my second bowl of Captain Crunch!”
The man reached out a hand to take away the bowl, but Eric wouldn’t let go. “No! Two bowls of Cocoa Puffs and two of Captain Crunch!” People turned to look at him.
Then he remembered, Sherlock Holmes! “Oh, yeah. I had enough.” He gave up the bowl and looked at the lady again as he walked back. He had to get to her with Wes’s phone. Too many people here. What would Sherlock do?
Careful, careful, just like he promised Wes and Becca. He must wait until they stopped watching him all the time before he found the lady. Eric could play by the rules, he could show he was what they called RELIABLE. That’s what they always wanted. Like back at the group home. If you weren’t reliable, they came into the bathroom and watched while you took a shower, to make sure you were using soap. If you weren’t reliable, they took away your privileges.
So Eric was reliable. And soon they let him walk around the grounds of Foggy Hill. He looked for the pretty lady.
#
He found her on the second day, sitting with the other residents of her team in the butterfly garden. Some of them watched the butterflies, while others closed their eyes or squinted away from the sun. An aide sat on a bench a few feet away with an open magazine on her lap, but her eyes were closed. Asleep.
The butterfly garden was pretty. There were lots of flowers and bushes and stuff, and a net above his head like a giant tent you could see through. That way the butterflies wouldn’t fly away. Hundreds, zillions of them fluttered around, making him look this way and that. The prettiest were as big as his hand and blue. Shiny like metal. Eric wished he had a butterfly book so someone could tell him what they were called.
The pretty lady spotted him and turned her eyes in his direction. She didn’t say anything.
“Hi, pretty lady,” he said. “My name is Eric. What’s your name?”
She kept watching him, but didn’t move and didn’t answer. This confused him, but then he remembered what Wes told him. Oh yeah, she couldn’t move. She couldn’t talk. That’s why they had to help her.
“You look like a Disney princess,” he said. “What’s your favorite? I like all of them. Some have dark hair. There’s one Chinese lady—I like her. She fights the Huns and pretends she’s a boy. Ariel has a fish tail! I like WALL-E. He isn’t a princess, he’s a robot.”
She didn’t say anything and he felt stupid. Worse, a few of the other residents looked at him. A bald man in a wheelchair muttered something in Spanish.
“I’m not from Costa Rica,” Eric said, feeling testy. The man was making fun of him, he knew it. “I don’t speak that, I speak American.”
“He said you should go look for your team,” another resident said. She talked with a funny accent. “Meggie can’t answer you.”
“Who is Meggie? Oh, Meggie!”
Excited, Eric reached into his pocket and pulled out Wes’s cell phone. He turned it on. It glowed up at him, but he stared, confused. In a moment it went dark and still he looked at it. What? What was he supposed to do? Frustration bubbled up inside him and he ran his fingers through his hair. Several long seconds passed and he pulled at the roots until his scalp hurt.
Most of the time Eric was happy and cheerful. He wasn’t like his friend Bruce, who got kicked out of the group home because he broke all the plates. And he was pretty smart compared to some of the people at Riverwood.
But he wasn’t fooled. He knew what he was. He’d known for a long time. Sometimes, he could almost understand. Things would be there—conversations, stories, movies—and he would listen and stare and almost, almost grasp it.
“I’m a dumb-dumb,” he muttered. “A stupid dumb-dumb.”
He felt guilty saying it. “Wes told me not to say that,” he told the lady. “It’s bad for you. That’s called SELF-ESTEEM.”
Then he remembered one of the other things his brother told him and shut up. “When you’re in there, you can’t talk out loud, Ruk,” Wes had said. “You have to talk inside your head. Always inside your head.”
Eric promised, of course he had. But he forgot. He always forgot.
“Find the pretty lady,” Wes said before they brought him to this place to go on a secret spy mission. “This is her picture. Her name is—” And here Eric’s memory went hazy, together with the other things Wes told him. Lots of important stuff, Eric was sure. “When you find her, take out my phone and—”
And what? It was important. He remembered the gleam in his brother’s eyes and the way Becca squeezed his hand and told him . . . something. Something important.
Eric put away the cell phone. He could call his brother later. Right now, he had to think like Sherlock Holmes.
He was almost distracted again by the butterflies that swirled around his head like blue and green and gold leaves falling from a tree, then he remembered, and looked back at the pretty lady. She still wasn’t moving. Why not? Had he figured that part out yet?
“Wait,” he said. “I think they told me your name. Um, I think it starts with an M, like Mr. Incredible. Mary? No.” Eric tugged at his ear.
“I told you,” the woman who’d spoken to him earlier said. She had big eyebrows and really skinny nostrils. “Her name is Meggie, and she can’t talk at all.”
“Please be quiet. I’m talking to the pretty lady. Meggie. Oh, yeah.” He looked back to Meggie. “I am supposed to do something. Do you remember? I can’t, I’m a stupid dumb-dumb. That’s what everyone knows. Not my brother. He says I’m smart like Sherlock Holmes. He and Becca got married. She’s pretty, like you. She has a baby growing in her belly.”
Meggie’s eyes had been drifting away. Eric knew that look. When people were bored and only pretending to listen. But when he mentioned Becca’s baby, her eyes whipped around again.
“Do you like babies?” he asked. “Me too!”
Eric stared at her for a long moment, trying to think. Why couldn’t he remember what he was supposed to do? If something happened, he could remember. Like in the Scarlet Band, when Sherlock Holmes found that a death adder was biting people. But when someone told him something, it didn’t stick. Wes told him something. Becca told him something. What?
The lady still wouldn’t talk to him, was only staring and tapping one finger impatiently, and Eric felt embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to bother you and your friends. Sorry.”
He turned away and was through the door and out of the butterfly garden before he remembered that she wasn’t talking because she couldn’t talk. Not because he was bothering her. He laughed in relief. Wait until Wes came on visit day. He would tell his brother all about the pretty lady. Or maybe he could call with Wes’s phone. Find his brother’s name in the list and push the call button. He turned it on.
The phone wasn’t working. That was strange. Oh yeah, Wes said he couldn’t make phone calls up here in the mountains. It was only good if he wanted to take pictures or a movie.
#
Late at night, when Eric was in bed, thinking about bats and wondering if they could get into his room through the shutters (Costa Rica had lots of bats), he started to worry. Not about bats—he liked bats. So did Batman. Batman had a bat cave.
Why was he worried? Foggy Hill was nice. There was yummy food in this place. Lots of birds in the trees. A movie room with all sorts of cartoons. A therapist who read to him any story he wanted from the library. They had Robin Hood. It had really good pictures, too.
But then he remembered. Undercover. Secret. Sherlock Holmes. The pretty lady he was supposed to help. He had talked to her in the butterfly garden and didn’t do anything.
“Oh, I made a big mistake. A honking mistake.”
“Quiet in there,” an aide said from the hallway. “It’s bedtime.”
Eric spoke to himself in a lower voice. “I was supposed to say something to the pretty lady. But she didn’t talk. She didn’t answer.” He put his hands behind his head and stared up at the slowly swishing ceiling fan, just visible from the light in the hallway that crept between the cracks in the door planks. A gecko crawled across the ceiling, then ran into another gecko and they chirped at each other before one ran away.
That’s right. She didn’t talk because she couldn’t talk. Wes and Becca told Eric that already. The other resident in the butterfly garden told him, too.
“Only you didn’t remember because you’re a stupid dumb-dumb.” He grabbed his hair and pulled until his eyes started to water. Then he remembered Wes said not to do that when he was mad, but to count Mississippis.
“One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi.”
He was on fifty-seven Mississippi and not only was he not angry anymore, he was starting to feel sleepy. Then he heard voices in the hallway outside his door. Speaking in low voices, like they were telling secrets.
Everything in this building was wood that made it look like a giant treehouse up in the roof of the forest, but with all of the open shutters and bare walls he could hear people all around. Coughing and snoring and farting.
“Who are these people?” a man’s voice said.
“Medical investigators,” a woman answered. “I tried to warn them off, but I think they’re still in the country.”
“It has been seven years. Why here? Why now?”
The man sounded like the man with the gray bushy mustache that made him look like a walrus. The chief boss of this place, Eric thought. He could remember the name if he thought about it.
Usher! That’s right. What a funny name. When he introduced himself to Eric and Wes, Eric got excited. The man was an usher. Foggy Hill must have its own movie theater, with popcorn and everything. No, Wes explained, that’s his name, not what he does. Oh. Well that was a disappointment.
Usher sounded nervous, but the woman didn’t. There was something cold and hard in her voice that scared Eric. And scared Usher, too. That was confusing, because once Eric learned the man didn’t work in a movie theater, he had figured out that Usher was the big chief of Foggy Mountain. She should be worried about the boss, not the other way around.
“Do you want to move her out?” Usher asked. “I could ask around, see what else is available in the country.”
“No. There’s no point in that. Her usefulness is wearing thin. She isn’t worth the bother.”
“I don’t understand,” Usher said. “If I stop trying to hide her and they get her out of here, won’t they figure out what you did?”
“What I did?” Her voice was sharp.
“Or, whatever got her in this condition,” he added quickly. “Whatever the reason is you want to hide her here.”
“Tell me something,” the woman said, “if you had to get rid of someone like her, how would you do it?”
A long pause. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
Her voice rose. “Answer the question.”
“Shh, keep it down. I’m thinking. Well, it wouldn’t be hard. Overdose of medication, maybe. Give her something to stop her heart—people in comas suffer cardiac arrest all the time. Or someone could take her to Devil’s Cauldron on a field trip and let slip the brake on her chair so she rolls into one of the pools. By the time anyone notices, she’ll have drowned. Purely an accident.”
“Won’t the government investigate?” she asked. “And wouldn’t it look suspicious if she died just as people came looking for her?”
“Sure,” Usher said, “but that’s easy enough to take care of. You won’t get rid of the suspicions, but nobody would prove that you killed her.”
Eric stiffened. He’d been growing increasingly uncomfortable with the tone and direction of the conversation, but couldn’t have said why. Suddenly, he realized they were talking about murdering someone, then making it look like an accident.
Wes was right. It was like Sherlock Holmes.
He sat up, which made the bed creak. The people outside the door hushed. It occurred to him that if he could hear them, they could probably hear him, too. He held still, less excited now than terrified. Because he remembered that in those stories, the killers always tried to keep secrets. That meant they killed witnesses, because dead men tell no tales.
He almost said this last part out loud, and clamped his hand over his mouth just in time.
“So you’ll do it?” the woman asked after a moment.
“Me? No. I’m not touching it.”
“It would be a shame if your role in all this came out,” she said. “You’d lose everything. End up in prison.”
“Don’t try to blackmail me, Kaitlyn. We’re too far down the road for that. If this gets out, you’ll be the one to take the hardest fall.”
His words were unpleasant, but Eric thought he still sounded worried.
“Maybe, maybe not. Anyway, I’m not quite ready to finish it yet,” she added.
“What do you mean?” Usher asked, cautiously.
“I need to know a couple of things first. Who put these people on her trail?”
“You don’t know?” Usher asked.
“I’m pretty sure I do. I asked my cousin, but he lied to my face. I need to put the pressure on, get it out of him. And that might mean bringing him down here. It’s going to be messy.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll send money. Start the cleanup early, if you know what I mean.”
“Got it.”
“By the time you’re done, I want to be able to deny that Meggie Kerr was ever in Costa Rica, let alone within a hundred miles of this place.”
They walked away, still talking in low voices, while Eric strained to hear. His heart was pounding.
Meggie. He knew that name. Who was she? Five minutes ago, he guessed, he could have answered. Or if he had some way to remember, like how he remembered Mr. Usher’s name, who should have worked in the movie theater, but didn’t.
Tomorrow he could ask the pretty lady if she knew. Then he’d give her Wes’s phone to make a call, tell her to warn his brother that a killer had come to Foggy Hill.
Eric climbed down to check the lock on the door. He didn’t like the way the floor creaked. And there was no lock. There never was.
“Oh, yeah. They don’t let us lock our doors.”
He climbed back under the covers and pulled the sheet up over his head.
Now feeling safer, Eric fell asleep while trying to remember what Wes and Becca told him to do with the pretty lady in the butterfly garden.
 



Chapter Nine
Meggie hadn’t seen Kaitlyn in two days and began to hope that the woman had left Costa Rica to return to the United States. Maybe she’d even imagined the entire thing while under sedation. It must have been the tranquilizer that had done it. She’d imagined Kaitlyn coming into her room early in the morning, tapping on her forehead, delivering dark threats, then disappearing.
But Meggie grew increasingly nervous the longer she went without spotting Benjamin’s cousin on the grounds or in the buildings. Her eyes darted around whenever she was out, and she startled at every strange movement. Without moving, of course.
Get a hold of yourself. What is wrong with you?
But every day she grew more anxious. Her heart started racing sometimes without warning, and it took forever to get to sleep at night. The second night after Kaitlyn’s appearance, she was drifting to sleep when it felt like a man was sitting on her chest, only there was nobody there. She couldn’t breathe, and she couldn’t move to push him away. Eventually, the feeling passed.
The following afternoon, she was finally calming when that friendly, mentally handicapped young man found her in the butterfly garden. He was cheerful, with a wide, pleasant smile, but scatterbrained, and with a memory like mush. He introduced himself as Eric (the way he said it sounded like ‘Ruc’), asked her questions, then remembered she couldn’t move or talk, before trying to engage her again.
Exasperated, her attention wandering as the novelty of a new resident wore off, she was searching the corners of the butterfly garden, terrified to spot a familiar face, when he said something that hooked her attention.
Not my brother. He says I’m smart like Sherlock Holmes. He and Becca got married. She’s pretty, like you. She has a baby growing in her belly.
A baby growing in her belly? Immediately, Meggie remembered the young hiker who had stumbled through the gates last week. That woman had been pregnant, and Usher acted hostile and suspicious at her story of getting lost looking for a shortcut to the hot springs.
And what was that bit about Sherlock Holmes and a brother? How strange was that? Probably a coincidence, but maybe not. Too bad Eric lost his train of thought. He’d been struggling to tell her something, and not just that he thought she was pretty.
Meggie looked for him at dinner, but he never passed into her field of vision. When they wheeled her away for hydrotherapy that night, she gave up hope of seeing him that day.
The facility clung to the side of a long-dormant volcano. If the mountain ever blew its top, it would probably suffocate the village of Santa María del Lago on the other side of the lake, burying it in ash like a modern-day Pompeii. Here on the volcano itself, the few dozen people and staff living at Colina Nublosa might waken to a rumble, but then hell would rain down and burn them alive. Fortunately, the experts agreed that the mountain would never wake again.
But the superheated rock deep inside the mountain sent up bubbling torrents of water that flowed out through the massive bowl of the Devil’s Cauldron. There was a steep path through the forest from Colina Nublosa—where the pregnant hiker had supposedly got herself lost on their grounds, inside the gates—and a second, more gentle path up from the lake on the opposite side of the mountain. The lake path was wheelchair accessible, and Costa Ricans from Santa María del Lago would come across the lake with their children and their abuelas to hike up and bathe in the pools. But to use it from Colina Nublosa meant forty minutes by car around the mountain to the lake, then crossing the lake, then a trip up the backside. And so the residents used the shorter, steeper path for their weekly excursions, and that meant the ambulatory patients, not the wheelchair-bound.
She’d only seen the cauldron once. It was part of a longer field trip down to the beaches on the coast. Staff had pushed the chairs up from the lake. By the time they arrived, the mobile residents were already bathing and playing in the hot pots.
Placed in an overlook above, Meggie looked down at the churning cauldron. A duck flew over the cauldron and, apparently misjudging the water, came in for a landing. By the time it tried to pull up, it was too late. It flapped helplessly two or three times before the boiling water overcame it. Then it floated grotesquely, a mass of twisted feathers, before eventually spilling over the edge.
Not all of the water emerged at the Devil’s Cauldron. Some seeped out in hot springs all along the mountain. Here at Colina Nublosa, it bubbled from the ground at a perfect 106 degrees Fahrenheit, like a hot tub turned up to max. They piped it into tiled rooms for hydrotherapy. Meggie had to admit that it, together with traditional physical therapy, had kept her limber so she wasn’t twisted up like a piece of beached driftwood.
Tonight was hydrotherapy. Two female aides pushed her into the first room, undressed her, then lifted her to a chair at the edge of a ceramic basin sunk into the floor. It was roughly twice as wide as a bathtub, but deep enough for patients to stand in. Those who could stand. The aides strapped in her arms and legs and fastened a band around her head so it wouldn’t flop forward. Then they left.
Meggie waited in the chair with her toes inches above the water. She breathed in the thick, sulfurous air and tried to relax. Normally, this was her favorite part of the day, calming and somnolent, but today her heart was racing. What was wrong with her?
The door opened behind her, then shut. A hand reached for the crank and lowered her into the water. The first touch was always scalding and Meggie’s breathing accelerated of its own accord. Every inch burned, but after a few seconds her body adjusted and the water soothed her. Still her heart kept thumping away.
“Here we are,” a woman said from behind. “Alone at last.”
She knew that voice. It was Kaitlyn.
Meggie tried to cry out. No sound emerged.
No. Please, God. No.
“I own you, Meggie. You are my possession. When you are good, I reward you.”
Leave me alone.
“And when you are bad, you are punished. You have been very bad lately. Is your heart racing? I would expect so. We have been experimenting with your medication.”
That was why. First the tranquilizer, then some sort of stimulant. Too much of it.
Kaitlyn leaned around and stared her in the eyes. A smile spread across her face, cold and without joy, only evil satisfaction.
Meggie’s stomach turned to liquid. She was staring into the face of a psychopath.
“Are you ready for your water therapy?”
What do you want?
Kaitlyn lowered Meggie until the water was up to her waist, then let go of the crank and came around the side of the ceramic tub. She kicked off her shoes and sat on the tiles with her feet dangling into the water.
“Ouch, that’s hot.” She looked at Meggie, now at eye level. “Good, I can see that you understand. I can also see you don’t believe me, but it’s true.”
Believe what?
Kaitlyn wore white linen pants with a tight fit that didn’t conceal her figure, still as trim and attractive as it had been seven years earlier. She rolled up her pant legs and eased further into the water until it came up to her calves.
“I have taken care of you, Meggie, whether you believe it or not. Who do you think put you in this place, where your every need would be coddled? Where you would receive the finest, most expensive care? It wasn’t Benjamin, he was worthless after the accident. I merely suggested, and he agreed to do anything I asked, if it would make you comfortable. That’s why he went through with the marriage.”
You liar, it was so the two of you could control me, that’s why. He needed to be my husband so he could sign my life away.
The marriage was fraudulent. Paralyzed or no, Meggie never would have gone through with it. Not after what happened in the desert. She barely remembered coming to Costa Rica; the nearest she could piece together, they must have sedated her, put her on an air ambulance, and brought her down under a forged power of attorney. Then there had been some sort of hastily arranged marriage under local laws while she was still in intensive care. She vaguely remembered seeing a government official in the hospital room, then hearing Kaitlyn and Benjamin discussing a marriage license. What a sham.
Tropical Beans had extensive contacts in Costa Rica, but it was still stunning how easily Benjamin and Kaitlyn could subvert the laws down here, as if the country were still a banana republic, under corporate control.
“But if I can take care of you,” Kaitlyn continued, “then I can make your life miserable, too.”
She rose to her feet and put her hand on the crank. The chair creaked lower, and the water rose above Meggie’s navel. Another half-turn and it rose to lap over her breasts.
Meggie was suddenly conscious of how deep the water was. How low did this chair go? There were men living at Colina Nublosa, many of them taller than her. Normally, they would lower Meggie until the water touched her chin, but if they could do the same for the men . . .
Kaitlyn said, “Why didn’t you leave well enough alone? You have everything you need here—it’s a paradise.”
You psychotic monster.
“You know what I’m talking about. Tapping your finger. Trying to blink out messages. That worried me. I thought maybe someone was trying to find you. Only I was wrong. Do you know why? Because nobody is looking for you. Nobody cares. Not your uncle and aunt—they forgot about you long ago. Not your coworkers, either. They think you’re dead. Your old friends, too. Or maybe they do know you’re alive and can’t be bothered. How pathetic is that? The point is, you’re all alone here, with nobody to look after you except me.”
A wild hope rose in Meggie’s breast, because she knew that Kaitlyn was lying. After all this time, there was hope. The pregnant woman—Eric called her Becca—had found Meggie at the hummingbird feeders. Well inside the facility perimeter. And that look Becca gave her was so full of meaning. And what about Eric himself? Someone must be feeding him instructions.
Kaitlyn put her fingers against Meggie’s throat. “Your heart is racing. Usher’s drugs pack a punch. I told him to cut them off, to get them out of your blood, just in case. But what if I tripled it, instead? How about five times? Ten? Would you go into cardiac arrest?”
Where was Meggie’s therapist? And what about the aides? She heard people moving up and down the hall, the slap of rubber-soled slippers on tile, the creak of wheelchairs, as other residents were led into their own therapy rooms. If Meggie could do so much as scream, someone would come.
Kaitlyn took hold of the crank. The chair lowered until the water came up to Meggie’s collarbone. “But there are a million ways to do it. An equipment malfunction in the hydrotherapy baths, for one.”
The crank turned again. A half-inch at a time, the water rose higher on Meggie’s neck. It reached her chin, then slowed, but didn’t stop. It took several more long seconds until it was lapping at her lips. Her mouth was closed. Kaitlyn slowed the descent, leaning forward now to study Meggie with a look of concentration, as if wanting to raise the water level at just the right pace. Moments later, the water touched the bottom of Meggie’s nostrils.
Inside, she writhed and screamed. Terrified, knowing that she was going to die if she couldn’t send a signal to her long-dead muscles, she threw all her willpower into moving herself. If she could, if only she could move this one time, she could wriggle her hand free from the straps, then yank them loose and get free. Then throw herself on this vicious, hated torturer with her hand on the crank.
Her finger twitched and her eyeballs rolled in their sockets. Nothing else moved.
Water flooded her nostrils. It reached the bridge of her nose, then came to her eyes. Meggie didn’t shut her eyelids, but darted her eyes back and forth even as the water submerged them. Underwater now, she looked wildly from side to side. The water was green and nearly opaque from all the dissolved minerals. Bubbles rose around her face as the last of her air leaked out. But her autonomic nervous system closed her throat and she held her breath underwater.
Seconds passed. Stretched. How long? A minute, two? Meggie’s lungs burned. Her body ached with the need to breathe. Something black lurked at the edge of her vision.
Then she was above water. Her mouth opened and she took a huge gasp of air. Kaitlyn cranked the handle around and around while Meggie rose out of the tub. Soon she was completely above the basin, water streaming from her hair, running between her breasts, then down her legs before dripping off her feet into the basin.
“Interesting,” Kaitlyn said. “I wondered if you would breathe in the water and die. I guess not.” She sounded cool and dispassionate.
You psychotic bitch. I want you to die.
“Good thing you didn’t. That would have been inconvenient.”
The other woman came around the basin and studied Meggie’s face. “Only your eyes are moving. No expression. But I swear I can see emotions. All sorts of things—terror, rage, exhaustion. Am I imagining that?” She looked down at Meggie’s right hand. “Tap your fingers for me.”
Meggie kept her index finger steady.
“Tap your finger, to show me you love me.”
Go to hell.
Kaitlyn took the crank. She lowered the chair back into the water. Fear clawed its way into Meggie’s chest. She tapped her index finger furiously. The other woman stopped and smiled.
“That’s good. Now tap it two times to say that you are grateful I brought you out of the water instead of letting you drown.”
Meggie tapped twice.
Kaitlyn let go of the handle and paced around the room, chewing on her lower lip. At last she turned back to Meggie.
“Here is the thing, Megs. I’m almost done with you. I’ve kept you around for seven years because you have been useful, but I’m not into charity. And I’ve never liked you, you know that. You tried to turn Benjamin against me, and I’ll never forgive you for that.”
What do you want?
“So in a few days I’m cutting you loose. How depends on how useful you make yourself when Benjamin arrives. If you obey me, and answer exactly how I want you to, you’ll go free. I will turn you over to someone else, and they can try to penetrate that thick skull of yours.”
Kaitlyn leaned in closer. “If not, if you defy me, like you did just now, I will torture you until I get bored. Then I will kill you. Is that understood? Tap your finger once for yes.”
Meggie tapped once.
“Good, now here is what I want.”
As Kaitlyn explained her sick and twisted plan, Meggie listened with growing fear. Not just for what the woman was proposing, but because she knew the truth. Obey or not, there was no way that Kaitlyn would ever set her free.
She couldn’t take that risk. Meggie had always known too much. But what she was learning now, with every word out of Kaitlyn’s mouth, could only seal her death.
 



Chapter Ten
Wes paced the deck of the guest house, gnawing nervously on the tip of his thumb. Green and gold tanagers kept trying to feed at the plate of cut mango and melon put up by Señora Sanchez, and lifted with chirping protests whenever he drew too close, before settling back down when he’d passed.
“Calm down, Wes,” Becca said. “That’s not helping.”
“Something is wrong up there.”
“You don’t know that.”
He turned to where his wife was sitting calmly, sipping a cup of coffee and typing at her laptop. A trellis rose behind her, covered in flowering vines that attracted hummingbirds. Becca looked calm, but he knew that she was worrying in her own way.
The guest house sat in the town of Santa María del Lago, on the opposite side of the lake from their more luxurious digs of the previous couple of weeks. The accommodations were basic, with a shared bathroom servicing the five different guest rooms, and the other lodgers seemed to be entirely backpackers on their way to the cloud forest preserves of Santa Elena and Monte Verde. The lodge served full, hearty breakfasts, and offered a path through the forest down to the lake, with a view up at the cloud-covered volcano. Wes’s brother was only a few miles away on the other side of that mountain, but it took two hours to get there from here.
“He was supposed to send an email by now,” Wes said. “He was supposed to complain about the food and I’d come up and grab the phone and the video. Soon as it checks out, we get him out of there.”
“Maybe he hasn’t found her yet.”
“How many residents are there at Colina Nublosa? Thirty? Forty? They eat their meals together—Eric must have seen her a dozen times by now.”
“That doesn’t mean he got her alone long enough to ask questions and video her answers.”
“Doesn’t matter. There’s a signal for that, too, remember?”
Eric was supposed to email one way or the other. Complain about the food if he had the video, and rave about it if he didn’t. Either way, Wes would get a message and know where they stood. He’d dropped his brother off on Monday morning and given strict instructions for Eric to email no later than Tuesday night. It was now Friday.
“I’m going to call the administrator.”
“Don’t make him suspicious,” Becca said.
“It’s not suspicious. I just dropped him off, so naturally I want to know how he’s adapting.”
“They said not to do that until he’d been there two weeks. It disrupts the adjustment.” As Wes passed, she took his arm. “Sit down. Please.”
He obeyed and she poured him coffee. He didn’t drink it. They sat in silence while Becca typed at her laptop.
“Any word from Davis yet?” he asked.
“The usual. Emails, back and forth. I haven’t told him where we are, and he hasn’t asked.”
“What about the money?”
“He hasn’t noticed it’s missing yet. Or if he has, he hasn’t mentioned it.”
“And he doesn’t want to know why we never showed up at the house?”
“Not yet. Kind of surprising.”
“Yeah,” he said with a frown.
Maybe his uncle would have given them a pass on Tuesday, figuring they were wiped out from the travel. Maybe as long as Becca kept the emails coming, he would give them a pass on Wednesday, too. Maybe even Thursday. But Davis didn’t like a purely virtual office—being wheelchair-bound, it made him feel doubly isolated. It was now Friday, and he’d expect them in. It was already noon in Vermont, so wasn’t he at least curious as to why Becca and Wes were nowhere to be found?
“Forget about Davis for now,” she said. “What about Eric?”
“I bet he forgot. I bet he spaced out why he’s there and what he’s supposed to be doing.”
“We drilled it a million times. His memory isn’t that bad.”
“Sometimes it is.”
“He gave me a blow-by-blow description of The Hound of the Baskervilles,” she said. “How bad could it be?”
“That’s different. That’s a story. He can remember stories.”
“Hmm.” She frowned and closed her laptop. “My guess is he almost has it. If we could find a different way to get him the information, instead of making him memorize and repeat it back.”
“Good idea. I could get him out of there and try again.” He gestured at the laptop. “Pass it over. I’ll send admin an email and tell them I want to see my brother one last time before I fly home to the States.”
“They told you no,” Becca said. “Zero contact in the first two weeks.”
“I don’t care, he’s my brother.”
“That place has so many rules and regulations. What if you piss this Usher guy off and he gives Eric the boot? Then how do we get to Meggie?”
“We’ll think of something. Becca, please!”
Frowning, she slid the laptop across the table. He pulled up his email and sent a quick message. It said that Wes would be coming for his brother at five-thirty that evening. No need to save dinner—Wes would feed Eric before he brought him back. He apologized for the inconvenience, but didn’t make it sound like it was up for negotiation.
The answer came back from Jerry Usher less than five minutes later. A visit was against the rules, it being within the first two weeks of Eric’s residency at Colina Nublosa, so reluctantly, Usher would have to decline the request. Also, all visitations must be scheduled at least forty-eight hours in advance. But he sincerely hoped that Wes had a safe trip back to the United States, with no travel delays or other annoyances.
Becca sighed when Wes read her Usher’s response. She put a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry.”
“Can he do that?”
“You signed papers, right?”
“And what if I show up anyway? I’ll tell him I left my hotel after sending that and never saw his answer. Will they turn me away at the gates?”
“Probably. And then it will make them suspicious. They might even keep a closer eye on Eric, and that won’t help anything.”
“This was all a mistake,” he said. “I shouldn’t have put him in there.”
“Maybe not. I’m sorry.”
“Not your fault.”
“That’s generous,” she said. “It was my idea.”
Wes had plenty to feel guilty about. Becca had had more faith in Eric than he had. And maybe she was right; maybe Wes was overplaying his brother’s handicap. Eric had enough challenges without people holding him down when he had a chance to do some genuine good. Why shouldn’t he be able to rise above his limitations? Eric certainly wanted to help. He looked up to his brother and his uncle and adored Becca.
Wes even suspected that Eric’s obsession with Sherlock Holmes was because of their investigations. Holmes was like the super-hero version of their team, using his powers of deduction to force open the dark corners of criminal minds and bring in light and justice.
“Are you angry with me?” Becca asked in a soft voice.
“No, with myself. I shouldn’t have let him go.”
Wes felt guilty for holding his brother back, and guilty for letting him go. For ignoring his misgivings. He wished more than anything they hadn’t proven justified. He realized glumly that Eric simply didn’t have the tools to do the job.
“Give him a chance,” she said.
“He had a chance. Time to end this. I’ll go up this afternoon and yank him out of there.”
“There has to be another way,” Becca said. “What if we give him more instructions? Eric has an email account, right?”
“Which he never checks unless someone tells him to. And his reading comprehension sucks. Whatever I said, he wouldn’t get. Besides, what if someone is looking over his shoulder while he puzzles over my message? Do they monitor email up there? Does he even have computer access yet? Who knows?”
“I’m just trying to think of something. If only we could get to him outside the facility somehow. Wait a second,” she added. “I saw something on their site about field trips. What about that?”
Wes was still sitting at the computer and pulled up Colina Nublosa’s web page. Yes, there was a big page about field trips, with pictures and flowery prose. One photo showed older people on a boat cruise on the lake, and others showed the younger, higher-functioning residents doing things like canopy walks and even zip lines. According to the site, all residents left the facility once a week, generally with their team of residents at a similar ability level.
“Except there’s no calendar,” Wes said. “I could call and ask what Eric is going to do this week.”
“Right after you got an email denying your request to visit him? Sure, they’d never guess you were up to something.”
“Crap.”
“Hold on.” She was looking over his shoulder and took the computer away and scrolled down. A grin broke across her face. “Check this out.”
Frowning, Wes scanned to the bottom of the page, where she’d put her finger. He’d been skimming quickly looking for a link to a schedule and had missed it the first time. But there it was at the bottom, clear as anything.
Every Sunday afternoon the staff takes residents to hike to the hot springs at Devil’s Cauldron. All residents who are ambulatory and not on behavior restriction are invited to attend.
“And Eric loved the hot springs,” Becca said. “He’ll be sure to go.”
“The springs are open to the public. Anyone could be there.”
He sat back and stared at the birds fussing over the fruit plate. A black squirrel scrambled down from a vine and chased them away so he could steal in peace. At breakfast, one of the other guests, a backpacker from Seattle, had watched the same squirrel scampering in the branches high overhead and excitedly called his buddies out to look at the “monkey.” When the squirrel came lower, the others had a laugh at his expense.
Wes imagined how Eric’s visit to the Devil’s Cauldron would play out. Both he and Becca had worked in care centers; field trips challenged the staff. The mentally handicapped residents, like Eric, were like children in adult bodies. Easy to find trouble up there—boiling water, falls, getting lost in the forest—and Eric would be on a tight leash.
But what about after a half-hour or so? They’d relax their vigil. Sooner or later, he’d wander around with little supervision, much like he’d almost stumbled into Wes and Becca’s lovemaking the previous week. If they positioned themselves well, it would only be a matter of time before they could make contact. And then what? Debrief him? Give further instructions? Maybe nothing more than verify that he was okay, that they could leave him in there until he completed his mission.
“Okay,” Wes said at last. “But if he doesn’t show, or if we see him and anything seems off, that’s it. He’s my brother, so I make the call. I’ll pull the plug.”
 



Chapter Eleven
Meggie stepped uneasily to the edge of the cave where it dropped into the hillside. Behind her, Benjamin tied the 150-foot rope to a boulder, while Kaitlyn spread a tarp and laid out their gear for one last check. An hour had passed since they’d abandoned the two sick men at the truck. For a cave so nearly unexplored, it was easy to find with the GPS. A few minutes wandering around, calling out numbers, and then Meggie saw it yawning black and round in front of her, a mouth opening into the mountain.
The sun had climbed into the sky as they picked their way up the brush-covered, rock-strewn foothills of Nevada’s Snake Range. Glaring down from a brilliant blue sky, it sent heat shimmering from the desert floor far below them. But instead of shedding layers, they were pulling on long-sleeved cotton shirts in preparation for the subterranean chill. Night and day, summer and winter had little meaning two hundred feet underground. They put on tight-fitting leather rappelling gloves.
Meggie lay on her belly and crawled the last few feet to the hole, then shone a flashlight into its depths. The entrance was about ten feet across and dropped straight down like a well. Only the first fifteen feet lay exposed to daylight, before the shaft bent behind a jutting boulder that obscured the rest of the drop. In spite of the dry climate, water seeped from the cave walls a few feet below the surface, then dripped onto the boulder, which sprouted moss until it looked like a fuzzy green skull.
Benjamin crawled to her side and peered down. “Watch that boulder—that’ll be slick. Don’t stop there to rest, not unless you want to slip free and bash your head.”
“Not to mention dropping rocks down on whoever is below,” Kaitlyn said. She stood above them. “There’s loose rubble on that rock.”
Meggie, still on her belly, glanced up, surprised to see the other woman leaning over the edge with no fear. The sky framed her body and shifting clouds made it look like she was moving. Meggie’s head swam with vertigo. She scooted back from the edge.
According to notes from the only other cavers who had made the descent, the initial drop was 120 feet, where they would land on a rocky ledge wide enough for several people to bivouac, while they prepared ropes for a second descent, this one a shade under 80 feet, taking them to the bottom. Once at the bottom, they’d find the tunnels and caverns that were their primary goal.
There were so many things to fear about caving: that frightening moment when you first leaned back into the hole and trusted the rope, the tight squeeze through a passageway that felt like getting extruded from a birth canal, and the exhausting ascent back to the surface with vertical ascenders, a punishing, inch-by-inch climb that turned leg muscles to jelly. But trusting your companions shouldn’t be one of them.
Yet that was where Meggie was at. She wanted Duperre here, confident and mature. An experienced trip leader. Not lying, conniving Kaitlyn and the cousin she bullied around. And not when Meggie couldn’t shake the feeling that the other woman had something to do with the sick men back at the truck.
Get over it. She has to rely on you, too. She’s not going to drop a rock on your head. And those guys ate something weird at the diner, that’s all.
They put on the rest of their gear, double-checking the most critical things—helmet and lights, spare batteries, and water supply. They tested each other’s harnesses, then Meggie and Benjamin each gave a tug to the rope Kaitlyn had tied for the descent. It was secure on the boulder, and the knot tied correctly.
“All right,” Kaitlyn said. “Let’s stop sweating around and get down there.”
“Who’s first on the rope, oh fearless trip leader?” Benjamin asked.
Kaitlyn shrugged. “How about Meggie?”
“I don’t want to go first,” Meggie said, a little too quickly.
“Fine, I’ll go,” Benjamin said. “Then you, then Kaitlyn.”
“Sounds good to me,” Kaitlyn said.
Moments later, Benjamin was roped in, fully decked out in gear, his pack on his back, the extra ropes secured around his waist. He fixed the descending rope in the figure-eight descender to his harness with a locking carabiner, then backed his way to the edge of the drop. A moment of hesitation as he leaned his weight experimentally back into the rope, and then he was hanging over the edge. He let the rope slip between his dominant hand and at the same time gave a little jump backward. A second later and he’d disappeared into the hole.
Meggie didn’t watch him go down. Kaitlyn was busy going through her pack, but Meggie kept her in sight at all times.
“Off rope!” Benjamin called from below. His voice came up hollow and distant.
Meggie hooked herself to the rope and backed toward the cave. When she got to the edge, she took a deep breath and leaned her weight back, then gave a jump while releasing the rope through the figure-eight descender.
Her boot caught some loose dirt and gravel at the first stop, sending it showering down the shaft. It bounced against the walls as it fell.
“Rock!” she called. Then, when the shower of pebbles stopped, “Sorry!”
“No worries,” he called up. “I’m clear.”
She kicked off again, dropped another five feet, then did it again. She had barely reached the mossy boulder when Kaitlyn was following her down.
Meggie looked up at the other woman’s silhouette against the sky. “What the hell are you doing?”
“The rope is rated over a thousand pounds. Don’t worry.”
“The plan says one at a time.”
“Only to watch for rockfall. He’s already down—he didn’t call a warning.”
Meggie was irritated to be sharing the rope, and worse, Kaitlyn was moving too quickly for her taste. By the time she was halfway down, the other woman was practically on top of her.
“Give me some space, will you?” Meggie told Kaitlyn.
“Don’t be so timid. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a total newbie.”
Meggie had a hard time catching her breath. She was too wired. The key to rappelling around all these obstacles was to keep calm, just release and bounce, release and bounce. Having Kaitlyn breathing down her neck wasn’t helping. Every time she looked up, the woman’s cave lamp was right in her face. Cave Etiquette 101. Sheesh!
“Come on,” Kaitlyn said. “We’ve got a lot of cave to go.”
“Hold up, we’ll get there soon enough.”
They reached the bottom of the first drop to find that Benjamin had already tied off the second rope to a pair of anchors he secured in the rock, and was marking his cave journal. “122.5 feet to the first landing,” he said, “The previous group was a little off in their notes.”
The ledge wasn’t flat, except right up against the wall, and if Duperre and HalfOrc had made it down, it would have been a tight fit for all of them. It had also collected a fair amount of rock and gravel, fallen from above and collected here in a loose, hazardous scree.
Once he’d marked the journal, Benjamin hooked himself onto the second rope, and then he was testing the new rope and lowering himself again. Moments later, he’d disappeared.
“Maybe you should go first,” Meggie told Kaitlyn, who was unhooking herself from the upper rope.
“Oh my God, you’re not going to freak out on us, are you?”
Meggie flushed. “I’m not freaking out.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. Why, are you freaking out?”
Kaitlyn snorted. “Should I be?”
“Yeah, maybe you should. I see what you’re doing here.”
“And what is that, Megs? Why don’t you tell me?”
Inside, something was telling her to shut up. Keep her mouth closed and remember the main reason she’d proposed the trip to Benjamin in the first place, so that she could get him away from this poisonous woman.
“Back off,” Meggie said. “You’re acting like a jealous ex-girlfriend, you know that?”
Kaitlyn laughed. “You don’t get it, Megs. We have a deep connection you couldn’t begin to understand.”
Meggie wanted to stop, but couldn’t. Her emotions were on edge and all her frustrations were boiling out now.
“Right, because I’m only going to be his wife. Nothing deep about that.”
“Like I said, you don’t get it.”
“You mean the company? Because your grandpa started it and you think you’re in charge?”
Kaitlyn didn’t answer. Her helmet light pointed over Meggie’s shoulder, but the contrast was such that her face was invisible in the shadows.
Now, too late, Meggie knew she’d pushed too far. This was not the time or the place. She softened her tone. Alone with Kaitlyn on this ledge, she needed to shut her mouth and get on with the expedition.
“Listen,” she said, “I don’t want to fight with you. I’m not trying to wreck your friendship, and I don’t want to run the company. You want to pick a fight, worry about Benjamin’s brothers. If anything, they’re the ones who will try to force you out, not me.”
Not entirely true. Not when Meggie’s entire plan had been to bring Kaitlyn’s theft to her fiancé’s attention.
Benjamin called from below. “Are you guys arguing up there? Come on, get down here. You’ll want to check this out.”
Kaitlyn clipped herself onto the lower rope. Then she leaned backward over the ledge and rappelled out of sight.
Meggie took a deep breath. “Nice, Megs. Way to go.”
She clipped herself to the new rope, swearing to herself that she would keep her stupid yapper shut. She’d address Kaitlyn only when absolutely necessary. Exchange technical information only.
Freshly resolved, she leaned back into the hole and followed the other two down.
#
Challenges greeted them at the bottom of the central shaft. After finding themselves in a narrow, rubble-strewn room with a muddy floor, they eyed the three side passages branching off in various directions. One was high up the wall about a dozen feet and cut at a sharp angle back toward the surface. A second corkscrewed into the ground behind Benjamin, and the third opened directly into a wider room beyond. But it was so narrow they would struggle to get through to the other side.
Benjamin poked his head into the narrow hole to shine a flashlight through. He pulled out a moment later, and let out a low whistle.
“Wow. Check it out.”
Kaitlyn looked first, holding the spot for a good thirty seconds while Meggie waited behind, remembering her earlier promise and resisting the urge to nudge the other woman out of the way so she could see. At last Kaitlyn stepped aside and gave a dramatic wave of the hand.
Meggie stuck her flashlight up to the hole and shone it through and into the room on the other side. She caught her breath as her light penetrated the gloom. The light flickered across columns and stalagmites and other speleothems glistening with water. What little she could see was stunning. Peering through the hole was like holding a long cardboard tube to one eye without the ability to move the tube. She was only seeing a fraction of what lay on the other side.
“We have got to find a way in there,” she said. “Get some real light. Take pictures.”
“First things first,” Benjamin said, slipping off his pack and taking out the trip journal.
They spent a few minutes using the instruments to map the room. Meggie had the laser rangefinder and flashed it on the walls to calculate distances. When they finished, they turned their attention back to exploring.
“The corkscrew is the obvious path,” Benjamin said, pointing at the twisting tunnel descending at a sharp angle below them.
“The other team already went there,” Kaitlyn said. “I want to get in that big room somehow.”
“They didn’t map it all,” Meggie said. “Could be we go down and find a side passage leading up and connecting to that room on the other side.”
“I didn’t see any other passages,” Benjamin said. “The whole room looks like a geode with a single hole drilled in it. Gorgeous, but no way in except that thing.” He pointed at the slender opening.
Meggie wasn’t so sure. “We don’t know that until we explore. Can’t even see most of the room through the hole. I’ll bet it opens up. The water has to drain somewhere, and it’s not coming here.”
The narrow hole was smooth, but not damp. Only when it flooded would water come through, she thought.
Kaitlyn walked over to the hole leading to the chamber they were all dying to explore. “Lift me into the squeeze. I’ll climb through.”
“I don’t know,” Benjamin said, doubtfully. “Hell of a place to get stuck.”
“I’m the smallest, so I’ll go first. You can follow. Might be too tight for Meggie, but she can wait here.”
“No way am I staying behind,” Meggie said.
“Then you can take your chances on the squeeze. You’ve got those wide hips, but maybe you’ll make it through.”
Meggie bit back her response. Anyway, it was stupid. The hole was too small. Maybe you could get in there by blowing out all your breath, but then what? Get wedged and suffocate? That’s how cavers died. Kaitlyn was the trip leader—she should be the cautious one, not goading people on.
When neither of the others spoke, Kaitlyn let out her breath in a hiss. “What a couple of pussies. Fine, we’ll do it your way. The corkscrew it is.”
 



Chapter Twelve
Meggie kept her vow not to engage with Kaitlyn as they followed the corkscrew deeper into the cave. It was steep, with loose rock and rubble, and occasionally speleothems growing from fissures in the wall. Getting around the delicate formations without soiling them with grubby boots or oily hands proved challenging. Twice, they reached short chimneys, which they descended by pressing hands, feet, shoulders, and back against opposite walls to maintain tension.
It proved slow going, even more so because they stopped to map and chart, and to carefully note landmarks so they could find their way back to the ropes. It wasn’t exactly a labyrinth down here in the dark, but there were occasional side tunnels or narrow fissures to squeeze through. In some well-traveled caves, careless teams would spray paint arrows on walls to indicate the return to the surface. Some people even laid trails of string. Their online group preferred a minimalist approach, which meant careful planning.
Still trying to reach the huge room they’d spotted initially, they tried to follow passages that led back up, instead of further down, but this meant some tight fits. Once they had to belly crawl ten feet, then slide through a slit in the rock that looked like a grinning, toothy mouth. Benjamin and Kaitlyn passed through, grunting and sliding packs ahead of them, but when it came Meggie’s turn, she balked.
“Are you sure this is the way?” she asked through the fissure.
“Come on, it opens up on the other side,” Benjamin said. “And there’s a draft. I think this is the way back up.”
Meggie didn’t think of herself as unusually claustrophobic. Maybe a little, but who wasn’t down here, with 250 feet of rock and mountain above you, and darkness and narrow walls on all sides? After an hour in the cave, squirming and ducking, crawling and groping, she was dying for a chance to stand and stretch. Squeezing into that tiny, suffocating fissure raised an instinctive fear that Meggie struggled to conquer.
Come on, you’ve crawled through tighter fits than that. Get in there and do it.
Kaitlyn stuck her head up to the gap from the other side of the wall. “Fine, you don’t want to come, that’s your loss. Find your way back and we’ll meet you at the ropes.”
Benjamin muttered a protest, his voice muffled. Probably something about how stupid it was to split up. Kaitlyn spoke back, her voice soothing, and Meggie realized with alarm that the other woman wanted to leave her. Let her get lost. Maybe something would happen to her and wouldn’t that be great?
Meggie gathered her courage, slipped out of her pack and scooted up to the fissure. She pushed the pack ahead of her so she couldn’t chicken out midway through. A hand reached under, grabbed the strap, and pulled it through. She squirmed, flattening herself to get beneath an especially bony part of the fissure. Moments later, she got through. The others were waiting in a tunnel that was a good seven feet high and three feet wide. She straightened her back, relieved.
It was smooth going from there. Sloping and twisting more gradually uphill, they discovered a series of small chambers with high ceilings, before entering a room so large that at first Meggie thought they’d circled back around to the magical room they’d spotted after their initial descent. But the room was dry and there were only a few stone icicles growing from a crack that ran along the ceiling. This was not their goal.
“My God,” Benjamin said, looking up at the wall with his helmet light sweeping around the room. “Look at all those passages.”
Half a dozen holes, squeezes, and passageways exited the room, including the one they’d just taken. As he squatted to record their findings, Meggie grew excited at the implications.
“We’ve stumbled on a major cave formation,” she said as she retrieved the rangefinder from her pack. “For all we know, this is another Lehman Caves. We’re the discoverers.”
Kaitlyn scoffed. “We didn’t discover this place. Someone explored down here in 1987. And someone else found the hole way back in the fifties.”
“Yeah, but we’re the first ones to know it’s something big. The ’87 team didn’t get past the bottom of the corkscrew.”
When they finished their work, they took a break to eat protein bars and dried fruit. Nobody wanted to rest for long. After identifying the two most likely passages to lead them to the big cavern, Kaitlyn chose one and led them on.
They picked their way through a narrowing tunnel that sloped upward for about thirty feet before it dropped into another chimney. This shaft was wide enough that they couldn’t chimney crawl to the bottom without a rope. They only had one twenty-footer on hand, which Benjamin lowered into the hole. It didn’t reach the bottom.
“I could run back for the forty footer,” he said. It was too heavy to schlep about the caves, so they’d left it at the bottom of the second landing.
“We do that, we lose an hour,” Kaitlyn said. “Maybe more.”
“Anyway, we’re trying to get up from here, not down,” Meggie said. “I don’t think this is the way.”
“You think you can do better?” Kaitlyn snapped.
Meggie blinked. “That’s not what I’m saying. Just that, now that we’re here, it’s obvious this isn’t the way.”
Kaitlyn was still scowling from the perceived challenge to her authority. She turned on her heel, back toward the previous chamber. They followed. When they got back, Kaitlyn ordered them into the second tunnel they’d identified as leading in the right direction.
It also led to a chimney, but going up this time. The shaft was neither too narrow, nor too wide, and offered plenty of boulders and other protruding rocks to help maintain three points of contact at all times. But the chimney was at least thirty feet long and at a steep angle, and they were exhausted by the time they climbed to the next horizontal stretch. They took another breather.
“Got the time?” Meggie asked.
Benjamin’s watch lit up with an indigo glow. “Two-thirty. We’ve been down six hours already.”
It was hard to believe, but that was cave time for you. In all, they’d only traveled half a mile, if that, but between tying ropes, mapping, and rests, the hours dripped relentlessly away.
“We should start thinking about a return,” Meggie said.
“What, are you the trip leader now?” Kaitlyn asked.
“Just trying to be safe. What time did it get dark last night?”
“Not until 9:30,” Kaitlyn said.
“Yeah, but we’ve still got to hike back down the hill. I don’t want to do that with flashlights. Also, those guys have been waiting all day.”
“Not our fault. Anyway, they knew we’d be gone until late. We have until midnight before they go back for help.”
Probably, Meggie was being overly cautious. Without stopping to map, but taking usual precautions, the return would be quicker than the initial exploration. Until they got to the two ropes leading to the surface. Then it would be a slow, exhausting climb via the vertical ascenders. Using a pulley system attached to the shoes, climbing the rope would be like working out on a high-tension StairMaster, as they ascended inch by excruciating inch back to the surface.
“We’ve come too far to go back now,” Kaitlyn added.
“How about another half-hour?” Meggie said. “And if we don’t find it, we’ll turn around.”
Benjamin shrugged and turned to Kaitlyn, who scowled.
“An hour,” she said. “If we don’t find it by then, we can turn around. We’ll still have plenty of time to get back to the surface and down to the truck.”
Then, without waiting to see how the others would respond, she rose to her feet, hoisted her pack, and continued up the passageway. The other two followed. Meggie struggled to fight down her misgivings.
#
They found the chamber about forty minutes later. It took another chimney, a lucky guess at a fork, and then some more belly crawling through a passageway maybe three feet high. It wasn’t the tightest squeeze, except that it seemed to go on forever. In reality, probably less than fifty feet. But if time was different down here in the dark, then so were distances. More so when you found yourself pinched between two slabs of rock, each hundreds of feet thick. Get wedged down here and you’d die. No rescue team in the world could do a thing.
Then she came out the other side to find Benjamin and Kaitlyn standing upright and staring slack-jawed. They’d found it.
The room was a wonderland of speleothems. Stalactites glistened from the ceiling by the hundreds, looking like so many milky icicles. Stalagmites squatted on the ground, some white, others streaked brown or glittering. Waves of mineralized formations smeared across the walls, looking alternatively like frosting, or popcorn, or even strange, glistening faces. Cascading waves of flowstone formed frozen waterfalls. The cavern amplified and echoed the drip of water, which fell into a clear, bluish pool in the center of the room.
For several seconds nobody said anything, they simply gawked, turning on their spare flashlights and flashing them around the chamber. Then they set about mapping the room. Benjamin wrote everything down, while the two women moved carefully around the room with their flashlights, calling out excitedly whenever they discovered a new formation.
Meggie forgot the time. They were squatting in the middle of the room, gobbling up their sandwiches and talking about what to call the room when she remembered. She grabbed Benjamin’s wrist and turned on the light.
“Crap, it’s 3:52,” she said. “We have to go.”
Kaitlyn groaned. “Who was supposed to be watching the time? Benjamin, what were you thinking?”
“Sorry,” he said, sheepishly.
“You’re the trip leader,” Meggie said. “That’s your job.”
“I didn’t see you taking charge, so why don’t you shut up?”
“Come on, guys,” Benjamin said. “It’s my fault. I was supposed to be watching.”
They scooped up their stuff, repacking their bags and strapping helmets into place. As incredible as this room was, Meggie was relieved to be turning around at last. All her worries were for nothing. She could stress about the embezzling later—now was the time to get back to the surface without goading the other woman any more.
“You know what comes next, right?” Kaitlyn said.
Benjamin turned. “Huh?”
“There’s no time to retrace our steps. That will take hours.”
“You should have thought—” Meggie began, then stopped herself. “I mean, if we were going to make that call, it should have been last time we had this discussion. But we pressed on. So now we’ve got to go back as quickly as we can, while still staying safe.”
“Too late for that. Those guys are expecting us at the truck. What happens when we don’t get back in time? They’ll drive off to find help. Then we’ll be stranded until they return. Not to mention having search and rescue show up.”
Meggie stared. “Are you serious? What about what you said before? You said we had plenty of time, that those guys would wait until midnight.”
“I said an hour. It’s now been an hour and a half, nearly.”
“Oh my God. I give up.”
“Stop fighting,” Benjamin cut in. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter whose fault it was. We don’t have a choice—we have to turn around.”
“Not necessarily.” Kaitlyn shone her light across the room. There, like a deeper shade of shadows, was the hole they’d spotted from the other side. The squeeze they’d ruled out after their initial descent. “We take the last squeeze.”
Meggie shook her head. “No.”
“We cut hours off our return, get back to the surface by seven. Collect our gear and we reach the truck by eight.”
“We didn’t like the squeeze then,” Meggie said, “so what makes it better now? We’re tired, impatient to get back. That’s the time people make mistakes.”
“Who’s the trip leader here, you or me?”
“A good trip leader doesn’t push when others are uncomfortable.”
“Bullshit. That’s exactly what a good leader does. She gets people out of their comfort zone.”
“Kaitlyn,” Benjamin said, sounding tentative. “Maybe Meggie has a point.”
Kaitlyn turned on him. “Strap on your balls for once.”
“Oh, come on!” Meggie said. “It’s a question of common sense. Let’s go back the other way. Really, it’s not worth it.”
But Kaitlyn was strolling across the room. Without waiting for the others, she shoved her pack into the hole. She leaned in until her entire head and shoulders were through, then pulled back again.
“See, plenty big.” Her tone was triumphant. “And my pack is through anyway. I’m committed. Now you babies can stay behind if you want. I’m going through. And then I’m going back to the surface—with or without you.”
“You’re out of your mind!” Meggie said.
She made her way to the crawl space that had brought them into the cavern. Compared to the stone birth canal Kaitlyn wanted to squirm through, it was a spacious, airy chasm. Before dropping to her belly and squirming inside, she looked back across the room. Kaitlyn had gone ahead and entered. She was already through past her hips, her legs disappearing into the hole like an animal sliding down the throat of a giant snake.
Damn you!
“Meggie,” Benjamin cried. “What do we do?”
“Come on. She made her choice. We’ll make ours.”
“But she’s the trip leader!”
“I’m not going in there. So help me God, I won’t.” She crossed back to him, then put her hands on his shoulders. “Come on, wake up. We have to go the other way. You know it.”
Grunting and scrapes came from the tunnel. Benjamin leaned down and shone his light in.
Was she stuck? Holy crap, what would they do then? And Meggie realized with a sick feeling in her stomach, that part of her wanted the other woman to get wedged. That would show her.
No, stop it. That’s wrong.
“Through!” Kaitlyn called, her voice echoing through the tunnel. Her light flashed through from the other side.
“Come on, let’s give it a shot,” Benjamin urged.
A bitter laugh came up. “A shot? There’s no, ‘oops, guess it didn’t work.’ If you get stuck, that’s it. You’ll never get out.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
She grabbed his wrist. “We’re going back the other way. I mean it.”
“Come on, guys,” Kaitlyn coaxed from the other side. “You can do it.”
She sounded perfectly reasonable. Sure, now that she’d forced them into this awful situation. Waste hours going back around, or trust her against their own misgivings. Serious, deadly misgivings.
Benjamin pulled away. “I’m going for it.”
“I’m warning you,” Meggie said.
“What?”
She stopped what she was about to say. No ultimatums. The situation was too high stress. Whatever she said, she’d regret.
But in that moment he apparently decided. He shoved his pack in, took off his helmet and squirmed up into the hole.
“Benjamin!”
He didn’t listen, but kept moving forward. More slowly than Kaitlyn, and with a good deal of grunting, but little by little he disappeared into the hole. While Meggie looked in after him, his boots continued forward. He groaned and made straining noises, while Kaitlyn shouted at him to keep going. She was tugging on him. Then, a cry of satisfaction from the other side. He was through. His face looked back and squinted against Meggie’s flashlight.
“It’s not that bad,” he said. “A little tight at the end.”
“Seriously?”
“You can do it.”
You’ve got those wide hips, Kaitlyn had said, but maybe you’ll make it through.
This was nuts. She wasn’t going into that hole. It wasn’t simply a claustrophobic nightmare, there was real danger.
“What a coward,” Kaitlyn said. She’d pushed Benjamin out of the way to speak through the tunnel.
“No way. I’m going back. I don’t care if I’m alone or not.”
“You idiot, how are you going to do that? You don’t have the map.”
Full-blown terror blossomed in Meggie’s chest. “Benjamin!”
“He can’t hear you.”
“Benjamin!”
“Sorry, Megs. I sent him ahead to get started on the ropes. Give him a head start. He’s a slower climber than we are.”
He left? Didn’t even bother to encourage her through? What a jerk.
“Please, for God’s sake. I need the map.”
Kaitlyn laughed. “Oh, this is great. You’re stuck over there.”
“Don’t do this to me.”
“You’ll probably be okay. We took our time coming through. There were only a half-dozen different choices to make. You get them all right, you’ll find your way back around to here. We’ll wait for you on the surface.”
“Benjamin!” she screamed.
Meggie staggered back, gasping for air. The light blinked out on the other side. She screamed for Kaitlyn this time, but there was no answer. She heard the woman’s voice, calling ahead. The woman sounded calm, like she was shouting to Benjamin to assure him that everything was fine. Keep on climbing up, we’re right behind you.
“Stay calm,” Meggie told herself. “Don’t panic. Think.”
Going back alone and without the map was out of the question. Maybe she’d make it. Probably, even. But if she got lost, that could be fatal. Who knew how big these caves were? They might stretch for miles. There would be dead ends, chimneys, even underground pools. She’d wander around, tired, cold, frightened. Then the batteries would die on her lights. Then the spare batteries. She might stay alive for days, or even a week or two. Eventually, she’d curl into a shivering, starving ball in some black corner to die.
“Two choices. You wait for help, or you squeeze through.”
Waiting sucked. The other two would climb to the surface, wait for her there, then what? Kaitlyn might talk Benjamin into leaving her behind, ostensibly to get help, but those two guys at the truck wouldn’t buy it. They’d come back for her. Duperre would take charge, grab the map, while cursing the other two for being idiots, then lead a rescue himself.
“Unless he’s still puking up his guts.”
Say Duperre was sick. He still wouldn’t abandon her. He’d go fetch search and rescue. That would take time. Maybe twenty-four hours until they returned. She’d be cold, hungry, and thirsty, but alive.
“Or you could suck it up and crawl through there.”
It was the only sane choice. Those two assholes left her behind—and yes, she was fully including Benjamin when she thought that. If there was one thing she was sure of, it was that they were done. The first thing she’d do when she got back to the surface was call off the wedding. Break up with him.
He’d sputter and whine, while Kaitlyn got in her aggressive little digs, but none of that mattered. Benjamin had shown exactly what kind of a man he was. The kind who would go ahead and not return. The kind who would leave her stuck in a cave. And that was not the kind of man Meggie wanted to spend her life with.
So she’d break up, tell him that Kaitlyn was stealing from the company, and leave it there. He could do with that information what he wanted. That was her only responsibility before she quit her job and Benjamin’s life forever.
Making a concrete decision about her future hardened her nerves. Without giving it another moment of thought, Meggie hurried to the hole and shoved her pack and her helmet into it. She plunged into darkness. Behind her, the steady drip of water into the pool.
“Go!”
She hoisted herself up, arms outstretched, squirming forward. Determination and adrenaline carried her in to her waist. She stuck briefly, but further squirming and twisting kept her moving forward. She pushed the pack and helmet ahead of her.
The tunnel grew tighter. It squeezed inexorably on her shoulders and pinched her chest. Her hips were too wide. Soon, she was gasping for air, fighting down panic. No way. She couldn’t do that. It would make her breathe faster, make her body swell. She’d get pinched and fight it and then . . .
Steady. Forward. Go.
The pack pushed ahead of her, then plopped out the end. She nudged her helmet all the way out, but didn’t knock it over the edge, afraid she’d break the light when it fell. But it was close. A few inches more, and she’d touch the empty space on the other end. She could get her fingertips around the opening and get some leverage. The stone was crushing her chest, but she exhaled all her air to make her lungs smaller, then one final push forward and . . .
Her hips wedged in the tunnel. Panic surged from some dark, hidden place inside, and up came a scream of absolute terror. But it wouldn’t come out. She had no breath. And she couldn’t move.
She was trapped.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Eric spotted a strange woman at breakfast on Sunday, sitting with the wheelchair team. She was talking to the aide, and then to Mr. Usher. Something about her didn’t look right, but he couldn’t figure out what. Mostly, he was looking at the pretty lady, but the distraction of the new woman made him forget why.
Meggie, the pretty lady’s name is Meggie.
Oh, yeah. Wes wanted him to speak to her, and he had. Three times. But she didn’t talk much. She was like Team Smile back at Riverwood. They never talked either. Eric was glad he wasn’t like that.
He liked to talk. He liked to listen, too, but the pretty lady could only talk with her eyes. They blinked sometimes, and she tapped one of her fingers. Eric was sure she was trying to say something, but he could never figure out what.
Eric had lived in group homes and other facilities for most of his life. Riverwood sucked. Yucky food and it smelled funny, like cleaning chemicals. Sometimes Mom and Dad brought him home to to visit, and he wanted to stay there. But they had jobs. Now Wes and Becca were getting married. They said he could live with them. He liked that.
Eric frowned and looked down at his bowl of Captain Crunch. Then why was he here? Why did Wes drop him off at Foggy Hill?
“Sherlock Holmes! That’s why!”
“Come on, Eric,” his aide said. “Your cereal is getting mushy.”
His aide was named Diego, which Eric thought was funny. That was the name of Dora the Explorer’s friend from the cartoon show.
“The rest of your team already finished,” Diego said, “and you have a lot to do if you’re going to be ready to go to the Devil’s Cauldron this afternoon.”
“What’s that?”
“The hot springs.”
“Oh, yeah! I love that!”
Diego laughed. “You haven’t been there yet.”
“Yes, I have.”
“Oh, yeah? When? You just got here a few days ago.”
Eric started to answer, but then he remembered what Wes told him. Not to talk about his family with anyone. They called that TOP SECRET. Like a spy. No, like Sherlock Holmes. On a top secret mission for Scotland Yard.
Diego rose to his feet. “Just hurry it up, will you? I’m going to help the others fold their laundry.”
When the aide was gone, Eric turned to stare at the pretty lady again. But Meggie’s aide had turned her chair around and was pushing her up the path to the residence halls. Instead, Eric’s eyes fell on the strange woman, who stood by herself with her arms crossed, next to one of the flowering poles. The roof out here on the veranda was made of vines and flowers that climbed across pieces of wood. It was kind of like being outside, but kind of like inside, too. Someone was really smart to think of that.
The woman stared back at Eric and something cold trickled down his back. Like how he and Wes used to throw snowballs down each other’s shirts when they were boys. Only it was warm outside, and there were bees buzzing on the flowers and no clouds in the sky.
You don’t belong here, he thought as he met the woman’s gaze. Why are you here?
Oh, now he knew why she didn’t belong. She wasn’t wearing the right clothes. All the aides wore smocks, blue and green, with pockets in the front for holding pencils and chewing gum and cigarettes. And Mr. Usher wore a white shirt and tie, and the nurses and doctors dressed in special white clothes. But this woman didn’t have anything special about her clothing.
She was pretty, too. Like Meggie. But this woman didn’t look friendly. She looked cold.
Eric dropped his eyes to his cereal. His heart pounded and he tried to think why she might be looking at him with that hard stare.
Because she knows you’re keeping a secret. That’s why. You were staring at Meggie and she saw.
He tried to eat his cereal, but it tasted like yuck. Mushy, squishy yuck. He’d left it too long in the milk. When he looked up, the woman was standing above his table, staring down at him. He looked away quickly.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“It’s mushy. I don’t like mushy mush.”
“Look at me.”
He didn’t look.
The woman pulled out a chair and sat in it. When she spoke again, she didn’t sound so cold. She sounded friendly.
“I saw you watching that woman. Do you know her?”
“What woman?”
“You know who I’m talking about. The one in the wheelchair. I can’t remember . . . what’s her name again?”
“Meggie.”
A smile spread across the woman’s face. “Ah, so you do know her. That’s right, it’s Meggie Kerr. What’s your name?”
“Eric Elwin Pilson.”
She frowned. “Did you say Ruk?”
“No, I said Eric.”
“I still don’t understand. Ruk?”
“It’s okay, a lot of people think that’s my name.”
“Oh, Eric. Tell me. Why were you looking at Meggie?”
This woman made him squirm and he couldn’t think of a lie. So he blurted the first true thing he could think of that wouldn’t get him into trouble. “I like pretty ladies.”
“And you think Meggie is pretty?”
“Yes, a pretty lady.”
He blushed as he remembered how he’d been coming out of the hydrotherapy room a couple of nights earlier and glanced into another room where an aide was getting Meggie dressed. There was another woman in there besides the aide, standing to one side, watching. This wasn’t the same woman, was it? Eric knew he should have looked away, that staring at naked ladies was wrong. And he did look away . . . eventually. But first he stared and imagined touching Meggie’s body. Of course, a pretty, smart lady like that would never want anything to do with a man like Eric.
“You’re up to something, aren’t you, Eric?” The woman leaned in, too close. It made his hands sweat. “Someone told you to watch the pretty lady. Who was that?”
“Nobody told me! I’m sorry!”
“What did you do, Eric? Tell me—you know it’s the right thing to do.”
He couldn’t stand the way she was staring, like she could see right into him. “I looked at her boobies!” he blurted.
The woman drew back with a frown. “What do you mean?”
“Someone was getting her dressed and I stood and watched. I looked at her boobies. I’m sorry, don’t tell Mr. Usher. Please.”
“Oh, God, is that all?” She rose to her feet and looked down at him with a disgusted expression, like she’d found half a worm in her food. Then she snort-laughed. “I don’t know who is more stupid, the retard or the idiot who questions the retard.”
“What?” he said, outraged.
“Must have been someone else. But who? And yes, you are.”
He sprang to his feet, his face turning hot. “Take that back!”
She stood her ground and Eric faltered. There were a few residents still on the patio, finishing their breakfasts, and they stared. The woman seemed to notice the others at the same time, and took a step back.
“Don’t mess with me, Eric,” she said in a low voice. “And stay away from the pretty lady if you know what’s good for you.”
“I will! I’ll stay away and I won’t look at her boobies ever again!” He wasn’t sure why he was shouting.
Her heels clacked on the stone as she walked away. Eric sat down and tugged at his hair, muttering to himself.
“Stupid idiot. Stupid dumb-dumb idiot.”
He thought he was talking about the mean woman, but gradually realized he was angry with himself. He felt guilty about watching Meggie get dressed. And he should have kept his yapper shut about watching. Now the woman would go to Usher and tell him that Eric was naughty and he wouldn’t be able to go to the hot springs. Maybe he’d even get KICKED OUT. That was bad. It’s what happened when you broke the serious rules. Like when Gary at the group home walked down to buy an ice cream sandwich at the Gas-Mart, only he forgot to put on his pants. Then he threw his ice cream sandwich at the lady behind the desk when she told him to leave. He got KICKED OUT. They sent him back to Riverwood.
Eric went to his room to mope. When lunch came, he was feeling too glum to eat, so he told them he had a tummy ache and to save him two pieces of pineapple cake, but he didn’t want his noodles. Maybe he’d take some soda.
“Are you really sick?” Diego asked through the door. “Should I scratch you from the Devil’s Cauldron list?”
“What’s that?”
“We’ve got a field trip to the hot springs this afternoon, remember?”
“You mean I can still go?”
“I don’t know, depends on how sick you are.” Diego pushed open the door and stood with his hands on his hips, staring. “You don’t look sick, you look bored. Come on, let’s grab lunch. You don’t want to get hungry up there.”
They didn’t know. The mean woman hadn’t told Usher that Eric was looking at someone’s boobies. Only now Eric felt doubly guilty, because he’d gotten away with something. He should be punished. They didn’t know, but if they did, they’d scratch him from the list.
“I can’t go, because I did a bad thing.”
Diego came and sat next to him on the bed. “What are you talking about, Ruk?”
“I looked at a naked lady.”
He explained how he’d been walking past the hydrotherapy room and how he couldn’t resist looking in while she got dressed. It was the pretty lady with the braided blond hair.
“You mean Meggie Kerr?”
“Uh huh.”
“Hombre, that’s totally normal.” Diego slapped him on the back. “Don’t worry about it. I mean, don’t be obvious, either. And don’t make it a habit. But you saw something and you didn’t look away. Nobody is going to scratch you from any list for looking at a naked woman.”
“Oh.” Eric was confused. “Why did that woman get angry, then? She said she knew I was watching and wanted to know why.”
“What woman?”
Eric explained about the woman in the skirt with the clacky shoes. She wasn’t a nurse or doctor or aide, but he didn’t know who she was.
A frown spread across Diego’s face. “Yeah, I know who you’re talking about. Don’t know what she’s doing here, though. I thought she was upper admin or something. To be honest, she freaks me out.”
“Upper what?”
“You know, from the States. Whoever owns Colina Nublosa. They sent her down to check up on us. But she was asking about Meggie? Wonder why.”
“Wait!” Eric said. “My brother, he—”
Then he remembered quite a bit more. Wes told him to come in and talk to the pretty lady. Eric couldn’t remember why at the moment, but it was Sherlock Holmes business. He was UNDERCOVER. He couldn’t tell anyone.
“What is it? Do you know something?”
Eric shook his head. “Nothing.”
Diego looked at him a long time in a way that made him squirm, then he nodded. “Come on, let’s get some lunch. Everyone else is already eating. We’d better hurry.”
Eric followed him out, delighted that he’d be able to go to the hot springs after all. He looked around warily for the mean woman but didn’t see her anywhere.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Wes and Becca sank low in their hot pot when the staff and residents of Colina Nublosa came down the trail as it curved up and over from the backside of the mountain. There were maybe fifteen residents in total, all capable of walking, as the direct trail was too rugged for wheelchairs. Similarly, few of the older residents had made the trip. Wes looked anxiously for his brother.
It was earlier in the day than when Wes, Becca, and Eric had hiked up the previous week, and the hot springs were busier. Costa Ricans used hot pots as family Jacuzzis, with moms and white-haired grandmothers holding babies in water-logged diapers, while their men drank bottles of Imperial beer. Kids in bathing suits had turned a flat stretch into a rocky soccer field with two opposing hot pots acting as watery goals. A few people glanced up at the handicapped people coming down off the trail, but quickly returned their attention to their own activities.
It was shady beneath the overhanging branches of the surrounding forest, but Wes pulled a baseball cap down on his forehead and both he and Becca wore their sunglasses. He didn’t see Jerry Usher, but there was Eric’s aide, Diego Palomar. Wes had chatted in Spanish with the man upon checking Eric into the facility; he didn’t want to be recognized.
“There’s Eric,” Becca said.
Wes spotted the neon blue shorts and the Sherlock Holmes hat and laughed. “What a goof. This place can’t be all bad if they’re letting him get away with that.”
Eric stood above the Devil’s Cauldron itself, which boiled over, casting gouts of steam like a giant witch’s pot. The way he leaned over to peer inside made Wes nervous and it was all he could do not to shout at his brother to step back. Then Diego pulled him back.
Unfortunately, Eric didn’t set off on his own as they were hoping, but stuck to his aide, chatting. The man nodded, but was watching his other residents, distracted. Together, Eric, Diego, and several others set up in the largest of the unoccupied hot pots. Someone inflated a beachball and they tossed it back and forth.
“What now?” Becca asked. “Wait?”
“Problem is, we have no idea how long they’ll be up here. Maybe not long. They come every week, after all.”
“Let’s try to get his attention. Walk by and see if he notices.” She put a hand on his arm when he started to rise. “Not you, me.”
“After that stunt the other day? One of the aides will recognize you.”
“I’m not the only pregnant woman up here.”
“You’re the only pregnant gringo.”
Becca fixed him with a look that said she thought he was arguing for the sake of arguing. Maybe he was. Nothing wrong with looking after your pregnant wife, he thought stubbornly.
She climbed out of the water and wrapped herself in a towel while Wes watched. And another thing. He was not going to feel guilty for still admiring her body. The glow of her skin, the healthy color in her cheeks. Her enlarged breasts and the extra padding on her hips and butt. Surely he wasn’t the only guy who thought his wife looked sexy when she was pregnant. She saw him watching and raised her eyebrows. He raised his right back, which made her grin.
Becca put on flip-flops and hiked up and around the cauldron. When she came down the other side, Wes saw what she was about. Eric sat in the hot pot with his back downhill, which left him facing back up the hill toward the steaming cauldron. Diego, on the other hand, faced away from her. At the moment, Eric was occupied with tossing the beachball with the other residents, but soon his gaze drifted uphill. She waved at him.
He let out a shout. Wes winced. Becca ducked behind the cauldron, into the narrow gap between the stone bowl and the cloud forest behind. The other residents and their aide looked to where Eric was pointing, but she was now out of sight. They turned their attention back to the game. A moment later Becca reappeared, and this time moved her finger dramatically to her lips, then away and back again.
Shh.
Eric climbed out of the pot. Diego watched him go, but Eric didn’t immediately hike to the cauldron. Instead, he wandered around, looking in on other residents from Colina Nublosa. A few wandered about the hot pots, and the staff left them alone until they bugged other visitors to the springs. Soon, Diego seemed to lose interest and returned to the game. Just when Wes started to worry that Eric had forgotten about Becca, he made his way uphill.
“Way to go, Ruk,” Wes said in a low voice.
Then he casually climbed out of the water himself, grabbed his towel and flip-flops, and hiked up around the cauldron. He met Becca and Eric in the trees to its rear.
Eric spotted him. “Wussy!” It wasn’t a nickname, so much as the result of a slight speech impediment.
Wes grinned and hugged his brother. Eric slapped him on the back.
“What are you doing here?” Eric exclaimed.
“Shh, not so loud. We’re undercover, right?”
“Oh, yeah. I forgot. Sherlock Holmes!”
“That’s right. You were supposed to send me an email.”
“Really?”
“Don’t you remember?” Becca asked. “If you got the video, you’d complain about the food. But if you said the food was yummy, it meant you hadn’t filmed Meggie yet. Don’t you have email?”
Eric’s face darkened and his tongue stuck out a fraction of an inch from the corner of his mouth as he chewed on it. That meant he was confused.
Wes pressed him. “Did you get the video? You were supposed to ask Meggie questions.”
“Oh.”
“You forgot, didn’t you?”
“I tried to remember.” Eric plunged his fingers into his hair and tugged at the roots. Then he made a fist and beat it against his forehead. “I’m a stupid dumb-dumb.”
Wes caught his wrist. “You know the rules, Ruk. You never say that, remember?”
This settled him down, and he nodded gravely. “Against the rules.” His face brightened. “Are you coming to take me home?”
“Not yet.”
He slumped, frowning. “I want to go back to the big house.”
Becca rubbed his shoulder. “We’re not staying there anymore. We’re in a lodge on the other side of the lake.”
“Far away.”
“Not that far,” Wes said. “Take that trail down to the lake, hire a boat, and you’re across. An hour or two, that’s all. Anything goes wrong, we’ll come get you. Don’t worry.”
“I want to go with you to the other side of the lake.”
“Not yet,” Becca said. “Soon, though.” She cleared her throat. “We don’t have much time, Ruk. Tell us everything that happened. Did you talk to Meggie Kerr?”
“She doesn’t talk much. But she’s really pretty.” He blushed.
It took a few minutes to cut through the confused jumble of Eric’s story. He’d struggled to remember the clear and simple instructions. Find Meggie Kerr alone, use Wes’s camera phone to capture her blinking answers to some simple questions, then send an email that the food was terrible. That was the signal to extract him. They’d have enough to bring pressure to get her out of here and back to the States where they could break her out of her LIS.
How frustrating. They’d spent so much time drilling instructions, but the instant Eric stepped onto the grounds of Colina Nublosa, that information evaporated from his mind like steam rising off a hot spring.
He hung his head. “I’m sorry, Wussy.”
“Not your fault, buddy.” Wes turned to Becca. “It’s not going to work.”
“He’s not in any danger, and Davis is giving us a pass, so why not try again?”
The Davis thing was odd, admittedly. It was now Sunday, six days after the flight from San Jose that they had blown off. They should have physically checked in by Wednesday, at the latest. Wes and Becca had been emailing back and forth with Davis, carrying on their work remotely, and he hadn’t yet asked why they weren’t coming out to the house.
Uncle Davis knew. That was the only thing that made sense. Somehow, he’d figured out they were still in Costa Rica, but wasn’t pressing the issue. But if he didn’t care, why had he been so insistent in the first place?
Wes studied his brother, who rocked back and forth on his heels. Eric chewed on his tongue, which still hung out the corner of his mouth.
“We have to try something else,” Wes said, “or the exact same thing will happen. He’ll forget.”
“I’m trying!” Eric said.
“I know you are.” Wes put an arm around his brother. “It’s not your fault.”
Becca threw up her hands, looking bewildered.
“I tried to remember,” Eric said. “I tried, I tried. Stupid bad memory.”
Wes fought down his own frustration and kept his voice even. “Your memory isn’t that bad, Ruk. You know the lyrics to movie musicals, right?”
Eric responded by belting out the theme song from Man of La Mancha in his off-tune baritone. Wes and Becca hushed him again.
“Wait,” Becca said to Wes. “He can remember some of it. The part about Sherlock Holmes—that’s the part that sticks. It’s the story that he remembers.” Her voice rose in excitement. “Dramatize the rest of it. Tell it like a story. Do that, and he’ll remember.”
It was a great idea. Wes planted a kiss on her mouth, which made Eric hoot in delight.
He turned back to Eric, thinking. “Okay, um . . . so let me tell you a story about Sherlock Holmes and the pirate queen.”
“Make her a princess,” Eric said.
“Right. There was a princess from the far away kingdom of Vermont. Every day for breakfast she ate waffles with maple syrup and Ben and Jerry’s ice cream for dessert. And when she was queen she would banish kale and cauliflower eaters from Vermont, never to return on pain of death.”
Eric guffawed.
“She was happy,” Wes continued, “except then a wizard cast a spell—”
“A witch,” Eric interrupted.
“Okay, a witch. She cast a spell on the beautiful princess and trapped her in a deep dungeon. The dungeon is her body, Ruk. The princess can’t speak, ever—she can’t move—because the witch has trapped her up here.” He tapped his forehead. “If only she could tell someone, she could banish the witch and get her kingdom back.”
“It’s like a magic spell,” Eric said.
“Exactly. She can’t talk because of the spell. She can only blink her eyes. Maybe move one finger.”
“Wow.”
Becca took Eric’s hand. “The princess is Meggie, Ruk. And you’re a knight, coming to free her from the dungeon.”
“I thought I was Sherlock Holmes.”
“Not anymore, not in this story,” Becca said. “You’re a knight. A brave, smart knight. You’re the only one who can help her.”
“Tell me the rest.”
Eric listened, enraptured, while the other two spun a story about the magic phone that could take pictures and break the spell. When they finished, they asked him to repeat the story. He almost got it. So much better than last time. Unfortunately, exactly how to work the phone camera eluded him. They’d gone over that part a good twenty times the last time they’d given Eric instructions, so the fact that he couldn’t recall was incredibly frustrating. And it didn’t help that Eric had left the phone in his bedroom at Colina Nublosa. They couldn’t show him, either.
“Okay, Ruk,” Wes said with a sigh. “Let’s go over this one more time. The phone has a green button.” More details. “It’s because the witch tried to poison the knight and a drop of green poison fell on his phone.”
He was reaching now, but couldn’t think of anything else.
“Wes,” Becca said, her voice sharp.
Eric’s aide came around the side of the Devil’s Cauldron. He scowled as he looked this way and that. The frown vanished when he spotted Eric, replaced by a look of relief.
“Hombre, you can’t wander off like that. These people don’t want you bugging them, they—” He stopped and sized up Becca and Wes. His eyes widened as he met Wes’s gaze. “Wait, what are you doing here?”
Any hope Wes had of slipping away unrecognized vanished. He’d spoken to Diego for several minutes when he dropped his brother off, asking questions about Eric’s care. Playing the concerned family member.
Wes laughed. “How funny. I had no idea you guys were going to be here. We were sitting in one of the hot pots and were totally shocked when we saw Eric.”
Diego’s eyes hardened. “Oh, really?”
Wes thought about forcing his denial. He’d be lying, Diego would know he was lying, and Wes would know that Diego knew. In a social situation, they might each get away with egos intact. Here, that game would be fatal to Wes and Becca’s plans.
Becca seemed to grasp this a split second sooner. “Okay, we’ll admit it,” she said. “We were checking up on Eric.” It was a clever deflection.
“I’m sorry,” Wes said. “I know I shouldn’t have, but I’m having real problems turning my brother over. He’s so far from home, and he’s not used to this place. I needed to see Eric one last time before I flew home—make sure he’s happy.”
“That’s against the rules,” Diego said. “Two weeks, no phone or personal contact. Email, if you want.”
“That seems unfair,” Wes said.
“We didn’t pull that out of thin air. It’s been proven to help residents adjust. If you want to stick around the country, feel free to come back in another week. And after thirty days, you can check him in and out of the facility any time you want. Forty-eight hours notice, that’s all.”
“Sorry.” Wes made his voice sound sheepish.
“Come on, hombre,” Diego said. “If Usher gets wind of this, you’ll be the one to get in trouble, not your brother.” He shot Wes a dirty look, then hauled Eric away.
“I should have come clean,” Wes told Becca after the other two had left. “Maybe Diego would help us.”
“I doubt it. He’s already bent out of shape that you were talking to your own brother. If he thinks that’s out of line, what would he think if he knew we were trying to get to Meggie Kerr?”
“Point taken.”
“Besides,” Becca said, “if she can blink and move her eyes, everyone there must know she has LIS, and nobody has bothered to help her yet. Why would they start now?”
“Because they don’t understand. They have no idea we can give her back her voice.”
But it was a troubling question. Locked-in syndrome had been defined for decades. Means to communicate directly with a person’s brain had been developed several years ago, and the technology to enable speech and other forms of autonomy were advancing all the time. And it was well known that thousands of people were out there, either suffering in silence, undiagnosed and mistaken for vegetables. Nobody cared.
That was the most maddening thing about their job. It was like the princess in the dungeon who Eric was trying to find. There were real dungeons out there, with thousands of innocent prisoners. Wes wanted to scream it to the world.
Let them go!
“Is Eric going to remember?” Becca asked. “Do you think he’ll get it this time?”
“I hope so,” Wes said. He remembered the suspicious look on Diego’s face. “Because we’re pushing our luck.”
They’d been gradually drifting around the edge of the cauldron to look down on the hot pots and the bathers and hikers dotting the hillside. He spotted a woman waiting near Eric’s team.
She was tall with light brown hair. She didn’t look Costa Rican. When Diego came down leading Eric, she stopped them. No way to hear what they were saying, not from this distance and with the cauldron gurgling so loudly only a few yards away. But Diego’s gestures and the woman’s aggressive posture made it look like an interrogation.
The woman turned to look up the hillside. Becca and Wes shrank back into the trees, but not before the woman spotted them. Even from a hundred feet away, her expression spoke volumes. It was a hard, penetrating stare.
“Not good,” Becca muttered. “Not good at all.”
They’d been found out.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Meggie was stuck two hundred feet below the ground, her entire body wedged inside a frigid stone tunnel only a few inches wide. At first it was only her hips, but with every movement, her body twisted into greater discomfort. A stone band gripped her around the chest and tightened with every gasp. Her helmet light reflected off the far wall and bounced back into the tunnel to cut the blackness and she could see her fingers digging at the stone for leverage.
She tried to scream. No breath. The only thing that came out was a squeak. Kaitlyn and Benjamin were only a few yards away, climbing up the rope. If only she could get a single lungful of air. Out came another squeak, like a dying rat in the coils of a python.
Don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t panic.
She panicked.
Twisting and writhing, her movements measured in fractions of fractions of a millimeter, she made no progress. Her arms stretched ahead, shoulders bent awkwardly. Her fingers clawed at the stone. If only they could reach the outside of the tunnel, she could get a grip and pull. They brushed the helmet and it lurched forward.
She’d pushed it over the edge. The light blinked as the helmet turned end over end. It smacked on the ground with a hollow thud. Everything went black. More than black, it was a total absence of any sort of light, as deep and profound as death itself.
Another silent scream came out of her mouth. Her pulse thundered in her ears and her heart felt like it would hammer free of her chest. Spots of light flashed behind her eyes.
Deep inside, an insistent voice begged her to calm down. All this thrashing and panic would only make her muscles and joints swell. Then not only would she stay wedged, she’d suffocate. As it was, she couldn’t catch her breath, couldn’t get any air at all. She was breathing through a straw, the opening shrinking until it was no wider than a coffee stirrer.
Please, God. No. I don’t want to die. Not like this. Please.
Then, she touched the edge. Just barely, only the very tips of her fingers, but she felt it. During all this thrashing and squirming, she must have made actual progress.
A sob of relief bubbled up. It came out as a whimper.
Gyrating, twisting, digging her toes, knees, everything, she clawed for the edge of the tunnel like a drowning woman grasping for the surface of the water, barely out of reach. She was more than lightheaded now, she was faint, on the verge of passing out. Her nails dug at the stone. She wasn’t moving.
The last thing she felt was a final wave of panic. Then the blackness took her.
#
Meggie came to with her head pounding. How long had she been out? Maybe a few seconds. Maybe minutes or longer. Her body must have kept struggling for air even after she gave up. Once she was no longer thrashing, the sips of air drawn into her gasping lungs must have been enough to keep her alive.
The problem was at her waist. The rest of her could move a little, even her chest. Enough to keep her from suffocating, so long as she controlled the panic. At least in the short term. But Kaitlyn’s initial assessment was right—Meggie’s hips were too big. She’d advanced a little, to the point where her fingers brushed the edge of the tunnel, but there was no more forward movement. If she didn’t figure something out she would die. It didn’t matter if Duperre gathered a rescue team. Nothing short of dynamite would get her out.
The thundering headache proved that her oxygen deficit wasn’t imagined, but real. The bands of stone around her chest hurt more than ever. Her muscles and joints screamed in pain after being wedged for so long. Her arms, still outstretched over her head, felt like they’d been ripped from their sockets. She twisted her right arm and brought it down, painfully, contorting, until she was able to force it beneath her toward her crotch. That gave her other arm room to move. The relief on her shoulder joints was exquisite. But the tucked arm made any breathing impossible.
Her fingers groped at her jeans. She got the button loose, then unzipped her pants.
Meggie twisted and squirmed to get her arm out in front again. Her head pounded like it would explode. She felt faint. She only just got her arm up before she blacked out again.
When she came to, she was weaker than ever. Could barely form a coherent plan. The same deep voice that tried to calm her spoke again. It came to her from somewhere distant, more like a memory than a conscious thought.
This is it. One last chance. Then you die.
Meggie groped for the end. Couldn’t reach it. Either she’d slid backward (impossible), or she simply couldn’t extend her arms as far as before. Instead, her fingernails clawed at the stone. Her pants slipped down from her waist. She moved a fraction of an inch. Her fingertips found the end of the tunnel.
With one final, heroic effort, she yanked on the end of the tunnel with everything she had. She squirmed out of her pants, leaving them behind. Then she had her hands out entirely, grabbing the end of the passage in a death grip. Then up to her elbows, then her head emerged.
A tight moment when she tried to get her shoulders free, but they popped out with a painful shifting of joints. Finally, her chest, but only when she blew out all her air. She stuck again at the hips.
But by then her lungs were free. She took in ragged gasps, huge lung-fulls of air. A wave of nausea penetrated the pounding headache, and she leaned forward and threw up.
She found her voice. “Help! I’m stuck! Benjamin! HELP!”
There was no answer. The only sound in the blackness was her own gasping. They must be on the surface already, or at least up beyond that first landing. Unless they heard her and simply refused to answer.
Meggie slumped forward, wanting to dangle there, half in, half out of the squeeze. Regain her strength and try to figure out how badly she’d injured herself coming through.
“Not yet you don’t. Get out now or die.”
Meggie got her hands in position and pushed, while digging her toenails in. She twisted her body, wriggling back and forth like a snake squeezing out of its skin. The stone clawed her flesh. At last it let her go, tearing her underwear in half as she came out. Meggie collapsed in a heap on top of her backpack.
She lay there for several long minutes, weeping in relief and pain. She knew she had to get up and keep moving. She groped until she found her helmet, verified that the light had broken on the fall—stupid, unreliable safety equipment—and unzipped her pack. Her hands found the flashlight.
The light was blinding after so long in complete darkness. But a fresh wave of gratitude poured over her when she could see around the chamber. She looked herself over. It was awful.
The crawl through the squeeze had left her hands bloodied, her fingernails broken off. The skin had torn off at her hips where she’d shredded it and lubricated her final passageway with her own blood. Her ribs throbbed and as she pulled up her shirt to poke at the darkening flesh, she guessed she’d cracked two ribs and bruised several more.
She was trembling now: cold, injured, and fighting shock. She had to retrieve her pants and boots. That’s right, her boots. She hadn’t even thought about them, but they’d come off too, yanked off, tied laces and all. Maybe that’s why her ankles hurt so much. One sock was missing; it must be in there too. Shining her light in, she found her pants, dragged up to the edge. She grabbed them and pulled them on. That was better, but she needed her shoes, too. And her missing sock. Shining the light inside, she spotted the boots, deep enough she’d have to lean back in to get them. No sign of the missing sock.
The hole had become like a living thing, and she was afraid to stick any part of her body back inside, lean in far enough to grab them.
“What’s it going to do, bite you? Swallow you alive? Get hold of yourself.” A shudder worked through her. “Oh God. I don’t want to do it. I can’t.”
Then what? Sit and wait? No, she needed to get the hell out of here and back to the surface. And that meant the vertical ascenders. And she needed boots to wear those.
Meggie set the flashlight carefully to one side so she wouldn’t step on it and break it. Then she felt for the hole and the stone that radiated bone-chilling cold. Before she could work herself into another terror, she lunged in up to her shoulders, with one arm outstretched. Her shoulder ached. She brushed the lace of one boot, grabbed it, and yanked it out.
“There you are,” she said, as she found the missing sock down in the boot toe. She put on the sock and boot, then steeled herself for a final lunge into the hated squeeze for the other boot.
This time she had to get her shoulders all the way back inside. Her heart was pounding to match her headache, her body hurt all over, and she was terrified. As her fingers groped for the shoe, which she had seen with her own eyes, but could not feel, she imagined a hand reaching in from the cavern on the opposite side. A clawed hand, covered with scales. It would seize her wrist and drag her in to die.
She found the boot. Grabbed it. Pulled it out.
Exhausted and hurting, but relieved, Meggie sank down with the flashlight. She steadied her breathing while she put on her second boot.
“Now you’re safe. Now you can wait for rescue.”
That was stupid. Sit here and wait? For hours and hours and hours? The hell with that. Her injuries were not crippling; she could get her own damn self out. And the first rope was only a few yards away.
Meggie drained one of her remaining water bottles, ate an energy bar, then climbed shakily to her feet and pulled on her pack. She strapped on her helmet, wishing the light wasn’t broken. There was no way to hold the flashlight and climb at the same time; she’d have to go up the ropes in the darkness.
That was if they were still there. She wouldn’t put it past Kaitlyn to yank the ropes up after them to make the rescue all that much more difficult. And Benjamin would be too spineless to tell her no.
So Meggie was relieved to get to the lower landing and find the rope still dangling, and her ascenders and harness still there. A small miracle, and she was grateful. She harnessed herself, hooked the ascenders on her shoes, threaded the rope through the pulleys, and put on her gloves. Reluctantly, she turned off the flashlight and put it away. She tightened her grip on the rope.
“Straight up. That’s it. Up to the next landing, then straight to the surface.”
She started to climb.
Climbing this way was exhausting under the easiest of circumstances. But Meggie had now been on the road, hiking, or in the cave since early that morning. It must be dusk by now. She was injured and exhausted. The climb went on and on, her breathing growing labored. A dull ache spread from her calves into her thighs.
When she finished climbing the first, easiest stretch, only 80 feet, compared to 120 in the upper segment, she disconnected from the rope, fished out the flashlight, then lay on her back, breathing heavily for several minutes.
“Get up. One more to go. You can do it.”
She started climbing the last, most grueling stretch. For the first fifteen minutes or so, she made slow but steady progress. That probably took her a third the way up. She stopped to rest, slumping in place, swaying back and forth on the rope while she regained her strength.
A hint of gray cut the blackness. It must still be daylight. Could it be that only a couple of hours had passed since the others abandoned her?
That light, or rather, hint of light, was enough to send her adrenaline surging. She redoubled her effort.
Twenty minutes later there was no doubt. There was definite daylight filtering into the depths. She could see her gloved hands on the rope above her face. Then, the sides of the cave. Then, the bend of the shaft itself.
Finally, she spotted the jutting boulder. That was only fifteen feet from the end, she realized with elation. Get over that and she’d see the surface. Bushes, rock, dirt. The sky.
She was spent. Three pumps with the vertical ascenders, then stop to rest. Three more. Rest. The last ten feet to the boulder took several minutes. At last, she grabbed it and used her arms to help her pumping legs get up and over. She looked up and caught a glimpse of blue sky. So beautiful.
A face looked down at her.
Meggie was so startled that she screamed and let go of the rope. The ascenders and the harness caught her, and she swung back and forth in the shaft. She grabbed at the wall to stabilize herself, then looked back up toward the surface. The light was behind the speaker’s head, washing the face out with contrast.
“Benjamin, is that you? You left me, you jerk.”
“Try again,” a woman’s voice said.
It took Meggie’s eyes several seconds to pick out the other person’s features. It was Kaitlyn, lying on her belly and peering down into the shaft.
Meggie bit back a snarling retort. Assholes, leaving her down in the cavern, trapped.
Instead, she forced calm into her voice. “So I guess you waited for me, huh? Didn’t decide to abandon me to die? Bet you were tempted.”
“Is that blood on your clothes?” Kaitlyn sounded pleased. “Looks like you’ve had a hell of a time. The squeeze was pretty tight, huh?”
“Yeah, how do you like that? Some trip leader you are, leaving one of your team behind. Wait until . . . ” Her voice trailed off.
“Until what?”
Wait until I tell the forum what you did. You’ll never go caving again. Again, Meggie forced herself to shut up. Inside, she was boiling with anger, but only an idiot would keep talking back now. Kaitlyn was still on the surface, and Meggie in the shaft. One of them had all the power.
“Where is Benjamin?”
“He went back to the truck to get help.”
“By himself? Nice.”
“It’s not that far. Pretty sure he can handle the hike. He’s a—well, we both know he’s not a big boy. But he can follow orders.”
Kaitlyn strummed the taut rope like it was a giant banjo string. A vibration shivered its way down and made Meggie shake. Then Kaitlyn pulled on the rope, making it swing back and forth.
“Stop that. I mean it.”
“You’re taking your time down there. Don’t you want to come up? Maybe you’re out of shape. You’re so fat and lazy I’m surprised you made it this far.”
Only fifteen feet more to go. Meggie was spent, and even a few seconds talking to her tormentor had her muscles stiffening up. She had to keep moving. Slowly, laboriously, she pumped her legs. Foot by foot she rose to the surface. Kaitlyn disappeared. The rope strummed again. What was she doing up there? Meggie redoubled her effort.
The rope lurched. It was like a jerk from an old elevator, when the brake releases and the car falls, feeling like it is about to plummet to the earth. Meggie’s heart leaped into her throat.
“Hey!”
The rope caught fast. When Meggie’s head stopped swooning, she looked down to see that the rope had slipped several feet and dropped her halfway back to the boulder. She swung back and forth, heart pounding.
Kaitlyn appeared above the shaft. She held the end of the rope coiled over her forearm.
“What are you doing?” Meggie cried.
“Untying the knot. Don’t worry, I left a couple of coils slung around the boulder.”
“Are you insane?”
“Maybe. I wonder sometimes.”
“Kaitlyn, please don’t.”
“Because how else would you explain it? I had everything I wanted. Then you came along. I knew right away you were no good. That you were going to poison Benjamin’s mind.”
“That I what?”
“Did you think I wouldn’t find out?” Kaitlyn asked.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Please, I’m coming up.”
For a moment she debated dropping back to the rock and holding on for dear life. Wait for Duperre to find her, even if it took all night. But the boulder was wet, moss-covered, and she’d still be in plain sight of Kaitlyn. The woman could drop rocks on her head, she was so close. If Benjamin’s cousin was about to have a breakdown, Meggie damn well had to get back to the surface, and fast. Her legs pumped with fresh energy, drawn from God knew where.
“You must think I’m an idiot,” Kaitlyn said. “Did you forget that I’m in charge of IT? I’m no idiot—I put monitoring software on all those computers.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
Kaitlyn kept talking over her, as if Meggie were lying. Because of course she was.
“I need to keep an eye on Benjamin’s brothers. They don’t trust me like he does. They want to force me out, and cheat me of my share. Turns out, you’re a cheating bitch, too.”
Meggie was only a few feet down now. She swung her arm up, grasping for the surface.
“No, you don’t,” Kaitlyn said. She took a coil of rope and whipped it back toward the rock like a fly fisherman trying to free a snagged hook. The rope started to slip.
“No!” Meggie pumped her legs. She flailed for the surface and got a gloved hand up and onto the ground. She gave a final heave and got her other hand up to grab the surface, just as the rope slipped free.
All of Meggie’s weight was now on her fingertips and not the rope, but with 120 feet of length still dangling into the cave, it was enough to spool out of Kaitlyn’s hands like line tearing off the tip of a fishing pole when something hit the bait. The rope disappeared into the blackness below, and then jerked at Meggie’s boots where the vertical ascenders still gripped it. All that weight pulled down on her legs. She dangled by her fingertips, quickly losing strength.
“Please,” she gasped. “Help me.”
Kaitlyn squatted and looked down with a sneer. Their faces were only inches away. “Help yourself, Meggie. Isn’t that what you do best?”
As she stood, a broad, placid smile spread over her face. “Benjamin tied that rope. Looks like he did a poor job. But didn’t I ask you to double-check his knot? I think I did. What a tragedy.”
Meggie kept struggling through all this. She dug her boots at the wall, trying to get purchase. Her shoulders and arms were on fire, already injured from the ordeal at the bottom of the shaft, but she wasn’t letting go. She flailed up with her hand and caught hold of a woody trunk of a sagebrush that grew over the edge of the cave shaft. Its roots dug deep into the rock and soil and refused to let her fall.
Kaitlyn stood a few feet away, watching. Her smile faded as Meggie fought on, darkening to rage when it looked like her enemy would get one entire arm up and then fight to the surface. She walked back to the shaft, then bent and picked up a fist-sized rock.
Meggie stopped to catch her breath and prepare for a final heave out of the cave. She stared in terror as Kaitlyn squatted in front of her with the stone gripped in her hand.
“Don’t do this,” Meggie said. “Please. I’ll forget it. I won’t tell.” She gasped. “Won’t tell anyone.”
“I don’t believe you. I think you would tell.” She hoisted the rock above her head. “But I guess we’ll never know for sure.”
Kaitlyn slammed the rock down on Meggie’s hand. Meggie fell into the shaft.
 



Chapter Sixteen
On the hike back from the hot springs, Eric thought about the funny story Wes told him about the witch and the princess locked in the dungeon.
“That’s Meggie,” he said. “The evil witch made a dungeon in her mind.”
One of the other residents, a girl named Jilly, interrupted him to tell him a story about a witch with a walled garden and a man who sneaked inside to steal peaches for his wife. Then the witch caught him and took away the couple’s baby.
“I know that story,” Eric said. “The girl got locked in a tower. My brother read it to me.”
“No he didn’t,” Jilly insisted. “My Daddy made up that story, and it’s called Rapunzel, Rapunzel, Let Down Thy Hair.”
“I know that,” Eric scoffed. “Everyone knows that story.”
Jilly stomped ahead on the trail, then tripped on a sneaky root that came up from the ground. It was almost dark and there were lots of sneaky roots and scratching branches. Eric felt bad that he’d been mean, so he tried to help her up, but she pushed him away.
When Eric fell back, he remembered his brother’s story and he remembered something else, too. A chill shivered down his spine. He’d met the witch.
It was that mean woman. The one who wasn’t an aide and wasn’t a nurse. She wasn’t staff. She had called him names, then threatened him.
Don’t mess with me, Eric. And stay away from the pretty lady if you know what’s good for you.
Why didn’t he see it before? You didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes—even Watson could have known that. “It’s elementary, dumb-dumb.”
“Hombre, what’s wrong?” Diego asked.
Eric’s aide was bringing up the rear, hanging back a distance, like he wanted to be alone, but Eric kept walking slower and slower while he was thinking about princesses and witches.
“Mean woman,” he said. “She called me a retard.”
“That’s a bad word,” Diego said firmly. “And anyone who says it should be ignored. They’re not worth the time or effort. Wait, who told you that?”
Eric fell silent. Oops. Shouldn’t have said anything. He was going to blow his cover. Blowing your cover was a bad thing, very bad, especially in this case. If they found him out, bad things would happen not only to him, but to the pretty lady, too.
“Eric?” Diego said. “Who was it? One of the other residents?”
“Mean woman. Who does she think she is anyway? She’s the stupid dumb-dumb, not me.”
Diego stopped and took Eric’s sleeve. “Wait a minute. What’s going on here?”
Eric shrugged and tried to look confused. It was easier than he thought.
“Does this have something to do with your brother and his wife?”
“They’d never say that,” he said, outraged. “Take that back!”
“Whoa, there. Hombre, that’s not what I mean. Of course they wouldn’t. But I’m still asking myself questions, Ruk. You know I am. I’m seeing stuff and putting two and two together.”
“Two and two makes four.”
“Not always, Ruk. Sometimes they add up to a whole lot more.”
Diego started to walk again and Eric broke into a trot to catch up. It fascinated him that his aide might be doing his own investigation.
“What kind of questions?”
“Why is Usher giving this woman free rein of Colina Nublosa? People say she’s from corporate, but all I see is her snooping around, spending time with Meggie Kerr. And she’s got an eye on anyone talking to the woman, too.”
“Suspicious,” Eric agreed.
“Then a new guy shows up and starts acting funny.”
“What new guy? Who?”
Diego laughed. “Hombre, I’m talking about you.”
“Oh.” He felt foolish.
“It’s all right. I’m not making fun of you.”
“Do you think I’m up to no good?” Eric asked.
What if he did? Imagine if Diego thought he was the bad guy in this story.
“No, but I do think you’re up to something. Why don’t you fess up?”
“They told me not to.”
“Who did, your brother and his wife?”
Eric fell silent.
“You’re not a good liar, Ruk. You just shut your mouth, don’t you? Probably a good idea. In Spanish we say en boca cerrada, no entran moscas. Flies don’t enter a closed mouth.”
“What?”
“Like in English, better to keep your mouth shut and be thought a fool than open it and remove all doubt.”
“But why would flies want to enter your mouth?”
“Never mind that. Okay, so your brother and his wife have something to do with that woman. Do they work for her?”
“Take that back!”
Diego blinked. “Sorry. What did I say?”
“She’s a mean woman. They would never work for her.”
“Ah, so they’re working against her. Got it.”
Eric was impressed. “Wow, you’re as good as Sherlock Holmes.”
“No, hombre. It was obvious. It was—”
“Elementary?”
Diego smiled. “Yeah, that. What does that woman want with Meggie?”
“She’s a bad witch. She is keeping Meggie in a dungeon.” Eric tapped his forehead. “Here, inside her mind.”
“No, she didn’t do that. Meggie fell a long time ago. She’s been like that for years.”
“But the woman won’t let her go. That’s why I need to take pictures. So we can show Uncle Davis.”
“Who is Uncle Davis?”
Wow, Diego was good. It went on like this, back and forth, with Diego prying out more information little by little. Every time Eric told him something new, he decided he wouldn’t say anything more. He’d keep the rest of his secrets. But then his aide would ask another question and Eric couldn’t stop himself. Before long, he’d told the man everything he could remember.
“So let me get this straight,” Diego said. “Your uncle is in a wheelchair and can’t talk.”
“His computer talks. He looks at words and the computer decides what Uncle Davis wants to say.”
“Never heard of that. That tech hasn’t come to Costa Rica, that’s for sure. So they run some sort of organization that digs up people with brain injuries and tries to get them help?”
“Yes.” Eric frowned. “Maybe? I don’t know.”
“And they found Meggie Kerr, and that’s what she’s got. But then this other woman has some sort of power over her and won’t let them give her treatment. So they want you to ask her questions, have her blink her eyes to show she’s awake and can answer, then they’ll force legal action. Is that about it?”
Eric stared, unable to answer. This was confusing.
“What a look on your face. Don’t worry about it. I think I’ve got it figured out. Got to admire their guts, sending in someone with a few . . . challenges to do the job.”
“What do you mean?”
“We all have challenges, hombre. No worries. When are you going to do it?”
“Do what?”
“Go after the lady,” he said, sounding a little impatient. “Sorry, I mean, you’ve got to get close to Meggie, ask her questions, then film it all. Right? When were you planning to do all of this?”
“With the butterflies. That’s where she was last time. I forgot the phone. It has a camera.”
“No good. Most of the time the wheelchair team is in the butterfly garden the aides are around. And even if they’re not, if you got Meggie away from the others, the garden is on the hillside in the middle of the grass. You can see every inch of it from anywhere on the grounds. Even from inside. If that woman is watching you, that’s the worst place to be. Better think of somewhere else.”
“Oh.” Eric put his hand into his hair and tugged at the roots.
Diego grabbed his hand and pulled it loose, then held it by the wrist until Eric relaxed. It was starting to rain, a gentle patter on the leaves overhead. None of the water was reaching the forest floor yet.
“It’s all right,” Diego said. “We’ll think of something.”
“I have to think of it myself. I’m undercover.”
“Suit yourself. Seems to me you could use help. Even Sherlock Holmes did. He had Doctor Watkins.”
“Watson. Doctor Watson of 221B Baker Street.”
“Right. I’ll help you. I can be your Watson.”
“Why would you do that? It might be dangerous.”
Diego looked thoughtful. “I don’t know. Maybe a chance to do something different. I’ve been here ten years, and pretty much every day is the same. Sometimes they die—they’re sick and they get sicker. Other times they get older and grayer and nothing ever changes. But nobody comes and gets better. Like you. You could be here ten years and you wouldn’t ever get better.”
“I’m not sick.”
“No, you’re not. Guess I’m not making any sense. Did you know I went to nursing school in Texas?”
Eric snorted. “Nurses are girls. You mean doctor school.”
“Don’t be sexist, Ruk. Men can be nurses, and there are plenty of women doctors.”
“Oh, yeah. So you’re a nurse?”
“No, I ran out of money. Got this job, and it pays well. Never went back. I always thought I’d work in the ER someday and save lives.” He shrugged. “This wears me down a little.”
“Okay. You can help. We’ll go undercover together. But you should be Sherlock Holmes. You’re the smart one.”
“No way, hombre. This is your idea—I’m not going to steal your glory. Now what are we going to do? How are we going to get that film of Meggie blinking her answers?”
“We’ll go to the butterfly garden, and—”
“That won’t work, remember? How about this? When I get off shift tonight, I won’t drive out through the gates, I’ll leave my car in the lot and wait in the forest until lights out.”
“What should I do?”
“Hold on, I’m not done. There’s only two night aides, plus the nurse. Custodial sticks around by the laundry room and the main hall. Should be easy enough to get out to the habitats. You’ve got the cell phone with you?”
“No, it’s in my room.” He was confused. How was this going to help?
“That’s what I mean. I’ll get the phone before you go to bed. Then I’ll go to Meggie’s room and get some quick answers from her. We’ll have all the evidence we need.”
“So I’m doing nothing.”
“Of course you are. I’ll give you the phone in the morning and you can get it to your brother.”
“But tonight, I’m supposed to go to sleep.” He looked down at his trudging feet. “Guess I’m not good for much else.”
“You’re right, that will never do,” Diego said, gravely. “What if someone finds the phone on me? You’d better guard it until after you go to bed. That’s an important job. Keep it hidden, no matter what. Then I’ll come get it, sneak over to get the video, then bring it back.”
This was better. He’d rather do the sneaking himself, or at least come along, but at least now he had an important job. Diego was studying him carefully, and Eric nodded his agreement.
“Good, then it’s all set.”
“What if the bad woman catches you?”
“How would she do that? She has to sleep like anyone else. And if she does, so what? The worst she could do is tell Usher to fire me. If it comes to that, I’ll deal with it.”
“She’s a witch. She can put you in a dungeon.” Eric tapped his forehead. “Here in your own mind.”
Diego laughed. “Now you’re being paranoid. Come on, we’re getting behind. Move it, hombre.”
 



Chapter Seventeen
Wes almost didn’t check his email before dinner. And so he almost missed Diego Palomar’s alarming, exciting news.
The truth was, Wes was going out of his way to not log in. The thing he hated about email was that it was supposed to be a modern version of snail mail, but everyone treated it like a phone call. When the phone rang, you felt compelled to answer, and then you had to deal with whoever was on the other line. When email came, you could respond when you had time and mental energy. But when you answered at once, you set an expectation.
People thought they could email you whenever or wherever—Costa Rica on a late, lazy afternoon, with rain drumming on the roof. You wanted to sit in a hammock with a beer in your hand. Why would you be sitting at your computer or staring at your phone screen waiting for a new email? But if you didn’t respond, you’d wake up in the morning with worried subject lines: “Are you getting my emails???”
To prove his point, while he was in the hammock, trying to read a book and listening to the rain against the balcony roof, Becca had been on the laptop, arguing with some state-run care center in Florida that refused to grant access to its patients. Then, going back and forth with an advocacy group in Canada that was requesting help.
Wes wasn’t logged in, was reading a novel to distract himself from worrying about his brother at Colina Nublosa. But he kept reading the same page over and over again. At last he decided to get up and check email in case Uncle Davis was on him about something. He was pretending to be in Vermont, after all.
He rolled out of the hammock and pulled himself up to the laptop on the patio table when Becca stepped away. He scanned a forum where people came to discuss paralysis treatments, then relented and logged into his email. The first message was from diego.p@colinanublosa.com.
Subject: eric and the paralyzed patient
Wes’s stomach lurched. Eric had been found out. Caught trying to film Meggie Kerr.
He opened the email and stared at it, reading it twice, his heart rate accelerating to a gallop.
Becca came back onto the patio, carrying her e-reader, as if she’d finally relented and decided to relax. “What’s wrong? It isn’t Uncle Davis, is it?”
He pulled out a chair for her and tilted the computer so she could see the screen. “Better read this.”
Wes reread the email as Becca leaned in. She sucked in her breath.
Message: I know why you sent eric to colina nublosa. I’m sorry but I kept asking him questions after I saw you at devil’s cauldron and he isn’t very good at keeping secrets so he told me everything. I know you’re trying to get meggie kerr out and get her help. You only need proof. I want to help you do it.
The problem is there is a woman here named catelin and I think she knows meggie from a long time back. And she is suspicious that someone is trying to help. She has been asking around. At dinner I saw her watching me and I started to get nervous. If you saw her you would know why. After eric showed me the phone I went to Mr Usher and asked who she was. He said not to mess with her and she could make sure I got arrested by the police or worse. When I asked about meggie he got really angry.
I need this job because I’ve got a wife and two kids at home. And I’m getting scared of this woman. I can’t meet you, but I can help you get your proof. After dinner, I’m going to hang around the property instead of going home. Then I’m going to sneak in and use your phone camera to ask meggie kerr some questions. Do you remember where I saw you this afternoon at the cauldrons??
I’m going to wrap the phone in a black plastic bag so it won’t get wet and I’m going to leave it at the huge tree behind the cauldron. The one with the branch that almost touches the ground and the buttress roots. I’ll tuck it into the hollow where the branch and the trunk meet and you can find it there.
Once you have the phone you should get your brother out. He’s not safe here.
Please delete this message after you get it. I’m writing this from work and I think they might look at our emails.
Sincerely,
Diego Palomar
Becca leaned back in her chair. “He doesn’t understand how email works if he thinks deleting it is going to do anything.”
Wes had already hit reply and started typing, but now canceled the unsent message. “Shouldn’t have used a work computer in the first place.”
“What are you thinking? What is it?”
“We’ve figured it out,” he said. “Or at least some of it.”
Her eyes lit up. “I think I see where you’re going, but go on—I want to hear it.”
“Remember what you said when the Ministry of Health shut us down?”
“Not exactly. Something about nobody caring whether Meggie got help or not, right?”
“Almost,” Wes said. “You said someone actively wanted her not to get help.”
“Not her own family. They’re completely out of the picture. Indifferent. Had to be her inlaws.”
“Right, but that was a series of dead ends, too. Benjamin was the obvious suspect, but we found that tearful interview with him at the Las Vegas hospital a few days after the accident. He seemed broken up.”
“Remorse,” Becca said. “Acting. Or maybe it was an accident, but whatever happened in the cave may have been his fault and he wanted to hide it.”
“He seemed legitimately distraught,” Wes said. “But okay. Then how do you account for the fact that he went ahead and married her anyway, after the accident. If he wanted to be rid of her, that’s a poor way to do it.”
“Point taken.”
“So we thought maybe one of the brothers,” Wes said. “They don’t like each other much these days. There have been lawsuits back and forth over control of the coffee company. It’s a chilly relationship. But what does that have to do with Meggie? You know what I’m thinking, don’t you?”
“The cousin. What was her name?”
“Let’s find out.”
Wes opened his docs folder from the cloud and did a search for the name “Catelin,” from Diego’s email, and every variation of the spelling he could think of. He found it. Kaitlyn Potterman. She worked for Tropical Beans, mainly over IT. A minor player in the company, which is why they’d dismissed her in the first place. The only red flag was a mention of her name in a lawsuit accusing the company of installing keystroke logging software on a competitor’s computers. The case was settled out of court.
There was no apparent motive for this case. But what do you know, Wes’s notes showed that she’d been on the caving expedition where Meggie had taken her fall.
He turned the laptop to show Becca, who shook her head as she read. Her face darkened. “Pull up that hospital video.”
He opened a browser and found the video link in his bookmarks. They watched it, and sure enough, there was a woman standing behind Benjamin. This was seven years old, but in the video she had a youthful, fresh look. The sort of face you’d glance at because it was pretty, but wouldn’t otherwise focus on. But as he studied her now, with Benjamin’s sobs coming through the laptop speakers, something about her seemed off.
The expression on her face looked plastered on, like faux concern. And why was she standing so close to Benjamin? Her hand rested protectively on the small of his back and when he broke down finally, he buried his head on her shoulder. The video cut back to the newscasters, who started in on the dangers of caving in the desert and other accidents in Nevada over the years. Wes backed up the video and froze it to study the woman’s face. She looked vaguely familiar.
“It has to be her,” Becca said. “But what’s the motive? Meggie is her cousin’s fiancé slash wife. Why would she care?”
“I don’t know. We can figure that part out later. What we need now is my phone.” He tabbed back to Diego’s email. “Do you know what tree he’s talking about?”
“I don’t remember it,” she said. “But it shouldn’t be hard to find. We’ll go up first thing in the morning.”
Wes looked at his watch. “This only came half an hour ago. They’re sitting down to dinner now. Another hour, then bedtime, then Diego gets the film. Then he has to hike up to Devil’s Cauldron to leave the phone. If we hurry, we can cross the lake and meet him there.”
“It’s raining and it’s almost dark. How are we going to hire a lancha to take us across?”
“The boat owners all live right on the lakefront. I’m sure for enough money, they’ll brave the weather.”
“And wait on the other side while we slog up in the dark to get the phone?” Becca shrugged. “Yeah, all right. It’s worth it if we can get Meggie and Eric out of there.”
“And warn Diego that Usher might have seen his email. Maybe Kaitlyn has, too. She’s in IT, after all.”
“Good point.”
Wes shut down the computer, and they retreated to their room to change. Outside, Wes whacked his boots together to knock off the mud, then took the backpack Becca handed him. It was surprisingly heavy.
“What have you got in here, your guidebooks?”
“Water bottles, some snacks for the pregnant woman. Flashlights and spare batteries.”
“It’s like a major expedition.”
“And something I bought in the village.” She unzipped a pocket and unsheathed a nasty, curved fishing knife. Being gripped in the hands of a pregnant woman somehow made it even more vicious looking.
“If you think we’ll need that, there’s no way I’m letting you hike up there.”
“I’d have bought a gun, if we were back in the States.” Becca’s expression hardened. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that people will go to any lengths to cover their crimes.”
“We should call the cops.”
“We already tried the Costa Rican government. You want to go back to those guys?”
“No.”
Becca dropped the knife in the pack. “Then we’ll take care of this ourselves. And if anyone touches Eric or Meggie, they’ll be sorry.”
He eyed her with fresh respect. “I would hate to be the bully who messes with our kid. You’re going to be some momma bear.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
Meggie must have hit the boulder on her way down. Slammed into it, then not fallen the rest of the way into the shaft. That was the only thing that made sense. Otherwise, she’d have died in the fall.
Seven years later, lying paralyzed in her bed, listening to the rain pour through the jungle canopy to drum on the roof, she couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. What had happened next?
Meggie must have lain on that rock for hours. Right in sight of Kaitlyn, who had lost one rope down the shaft, but still had the other. Why didn’t she climb down to finish the job and push her off the boulder? Meggie must have looked dead already. Or so close to it that Kaitlyn figured she’d never make it out of the desert. But she hadn’t counted on Duperre doing his job. He must have summoned help: a rescue crew and a life flight.
When Meggie clawed her way out of a coma several weeks later she was on a private flight to Costa Rica. She had no memory of anything after the fall and even that had come back only over the course of weeks. Meanwhile, she was terrified to discover that her body no longer worked. She could move her eyes, twitch one finger and nothing else. It was like being squeezed in that stone hole at the bottom of the cave all over again.
After a few weeks of care in Costa Rica, Benjamin came down with Kaitlyn, and some government official appeared and pronounced Benjamin and Meggie married. What a bunch of bullshit. Nobody bothered to ask her. Why would Benjamin do it? Apparently so he could take over her affairs as her so-called spouse. And that meant Kaitlyn was in charge.
They were talking in the hall right now. The rain was white noise that muffled the low voices and kept the words indistinct. The tone was clear enough though. Kaitlyn, commanding, needling, or conniving, as the case demanded. Benjamin, reluctant, whiny. But too weak to stand up to her.
Meggie’s stomach lurched at the memory of the torture in the hydrotherapy baths. Kaitlyn had lowered her into the water, waited until she’d almost drowned, then hauled her out.
Defy her. Tell Benjamin the truth.
But how? She could blink and she could move her right index finger. If someone asked the right questions, she could answer. Kaitlyn would control the situation. Make sure that only wrong questions were asked.
Benjamin raised his voice. “I can’t do it. It’s too much.”
“Shh!”
Their voices lowered again. Moments later, the door swung open. Two figures stepped into the darkened room. Kaitlyn moved to the doors that led onto the covered back deck and swung them open, then turned on the porch light.
Rain ran in sheets off the roof, forming a curtain of water beyond the deck. The air was as thick and humid as pond scum. It shimmered around the deck light, which reached into the room to cast everything in gray.
“Hello, Meggie,” Benjamin said. He stood above her bed, but turned away when she met his gaze. “Sorry it has been so long.”
How long? Six months, at least. He used to visit regularly in the first couple of years after the accident. He’d sit in the corner, sometimes quiet and brooding. Other times, talking. Justifying bad behavior, complaining about his two brothers, who didn’t think he was running the company right. Sometimes, he even complained about Kaitlyn, but not often.
What he didn’t do, what he never did, was let Meggie talk. Her mouth was stiff and her vocal cords dead, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have communicated. He could have asked her to blink answers, could have moved a paper with letters on it beneath her tapping finger. She would have told him what Kaitlyn had done. Warned him that she was playing him. Anything to penetrate the mind-numbing spell his cousin had cast over him. But he never asked her to blink so much as her preference in slippers.
“She knows,” Kaitlyn said to him. “I don’t know how, but she found out.”
Meggie’s heart thumped in her chest. No waiting around—the woman slithered right to her monstrous revelation.
Benjamin chewed his lip. “Do you suppose she’s remembering? After all this time, the details of the fall are coming back to her?”
“What are you talking about?” Kaitlyn let out a harsh, barking laugh. “Oh, that? She’s known that all along.”
He drew back a pace. “She does? How does she know?”
“Because I told her.”
“Why would you do that?” he whined.
“Why shouldn’t she know? You want her to think it was my fault? That I was the one who tied the rope? That my knots were crap and they made her fall? Hah. No, she’s known all along. It was the first thing I told her when she woke up, that you were the one who tied the rope. That when search and rescue tried to figure out what had gone wrong, you lied and blamed it on her.”
You liar, Meggie thought, but not at Benjamin. You tried to kill me. It wasn’t him, it was you.
She had plenty of reasons to hate Benjamin after everything he had done. Or not done, as the case may be. He could have stood up for her a million times, from the moment Kaitlyn bullied them through the final squeeze, to when he had left her here to rot. But the fall was his cousin’s doing. Not his.
“Meggie, I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to, I promise.” He turned to Kaitlyn, confusion spreading across his face. “Wait, if that’s not it, what are you talking about? What did she find out?”
“You know what.” She sidled up to Benjamin and put an intimate hand on the back of his neck. She turned on her sultry voice and whispered in his ear, just loud enough for Meggie to hear. “What you did to me. What you’re still doing to me.”
He staggered back. His eyes whipped over to Meggie, then looked away just as quickly. The guilt on his face was enough to confirm what Kaitlyn had claimed a couple of days earlier in the hydrotherapy room.
While Meggie sat gasping for breath after coming out of the tub, with water streaming down her face and body, Kaitlyn had explained.
“The reason I destroyed you,” she had said, “and the reason you never had a chance against me, is because Benjamin loves me. Or thinks he does. It’s really a sick fascination. I’ve known it since I was fourteen and I showed him my breasts when we were swimming at the lake. I took off my top and he didn’t look away. He was seventeen and knew better, but he stared.”
Under other circumstances, hearing this disgusting news would have only increased her hatred for Benjamin. But that paled compared to fear of Kaitlyn and her absolute loathing of the woman. Whatever Benjamin’s guilt, she was sure that Kaitlyn had known exactly what she was doing when she took off her top.
“You must be shocked,” Kaitlyn had said. “And you’d be more shocked to hear that I slept with him. We were in college, and still close—of course I was going to go to the same school. I was finishing my freshman year, and he’d just turned twenty-one and was going to be a senior. He took me to a stupid frat party where we drank too much. We ended up in a bedroom, making out. Nothing crazy, only the normal things we’d done before.”
Sure, the normal things. Like all cousins did, right? If Meggie could have shut her ears, she would have. But she was compelled to listen as Kaitlyn shared the details.
“He was drunk, and I tried to get him to sleep with me. But he pushed me away, mumbled that it wasn’t right. Later, we went back downstairs.
“When he called the next day, I thought he was going to be angry that I’d tried to get his pants off. But he couldn’t remember. He was worried, he thought something had happened between us, but he didn’t know. I started to cry. ‘You don’t remember?’ I said. ‘How could you not remember?’ No, he didn’t remember a thing.”
“‘I told you to stop,’ I said. ‘But you wouldn’t. You kept pushing and pushing. Eventually I—’” Kaitlyn’s voice broke, as if she were upset by the memory. “‘Eventually, I gave in.’”
She stared into Meggie’s eyes and wiped away her own, where she’d raised real tears. A smile replaced the hurt look. “From that moment he was mine. I knew he’d give me whatever I wanted. And he did. The next time, we did sleep together—the second time is always easier, after all. Don’t close your eyes!”
Meggie opened them again. Kaitlyn bent to pull the wet strings of hair out of her face. The woman’s voice hardened and Meggie worried she was going to lower her into the tub again.
“He never cared about you. He only wanted me. Like that night I showed up in Nevada to share your room and you thought you’d be quiet in the next bed. That’s right, I heard you screwing over there. I knew. Did you know we returned to that fleabag motel the next night? They’d loaded you on a helicopter and lifeflighted you to Las Vegas. Benjamin thought you were going to die. That didn’t stop him from fucking me in your bed.
“I was afraid at first when you didn’t die. What if you woke up and told them? Later, when we realized you were paralyzed, and when your aunt and uncle signed you over to Benjamin’s care, I realized what an opportunity this was. Always around as a reminder of secrets. What if they got out? He needed my help.”
Now, in her bed, with the rain drumming on the roof, Meggie figured she had most of Kaitlyn’s plan figured out. Tropical Beans was hers to control, so long as she could control Benjamin. Sex and guilt. But why did she want her story to get out now?
“I don’t understand,” Benjamin said. He looked like he wanted to hurl himself from the balcony into the forest below. “How did she find out?”
“I told you, I don’t know,” Kaitlyn said. “But ask her if you want. Ask her if you don’t believe me.”
“Was it you? Did you tell her?”
“Don’t be an idiot,” she snapped. She turned to Meggie. “Blink once if you know what he did to me. Twice if you don’t know.”
This was her chance. Blink twice. Play dumb. Force Kaitlyn to explain herself. Then maybe Benjamin would ask her more questions and she could get him the real truth.
After seven years? You think he’ll ask now? Don’t kid yourself.
Meggie didn’t owe Benjamin anything. Let him twitch under his guilt like a bug on a pin. Even if Kaitlyn’s story was fake, he had plenty to answer for.
And if you refuse, she’ll drag you back into the hydrotherapy room. Torture you. Then kill you.
Kaitlyn was going to kill her anyway. That was the only thing Meggie knew for sure. Kaitlyn wouldn’t have shared so much if she meant to leave Costa Rica with Meggie alive. She’d already left one mess—and though she justified it by pointing to her emotional manipulation of Benjamin—sooner or later she’d need to clean it up. Otherwise, someone would find out.
“Meggie?” Kaitlyn said. “Tell the truth. Blink once if you know what he did.”
“Please tell me no,” Benjamin said. “I can’t stand for you to know what I did.”
He was practically begging her to lie. To blink twice and say that no, she had no idea that he’d forced himself on his cousin at a frat party.
Meggie blinked once. I know.
Benjamin gasped.
“She knows everything,” Kaitlyn said. “When she found out you raped me, I broke down and told her everything. How you wouldn’t leave me alone. How the first time you slept with her you came to my apartment afterward and I gave you a blow job. How you screwed me three times on the day the two of you got engaged. How on the night she fell—”
“Stop!” It came out of his mouth in a sob.
“She knows everything.” Kaitlyn hugged him. “I’m so sorry.”
He didn’t stop to question how ridiculous this story was. Why was Kaitlyn doing this? Confess everything? It didn’t make any sense. And forget whether or not Meggie knew—how would she have leveled such an accusation at Kaitlyn in the first place? Blink it? God, why didn’t he wake up?
He was clinging to Kaitlyn now, sobbing, but she pushed him away. Her voice hardened. “Now you know what has to be done.”
“No, please.”
“It’s going to get out. If you don’t take care of it now—finish it—everyone will know.”
He turned a dull, lizard-like gaze toward the bed. For the first time since he’d entered the room, his eyes met Meggie’s and held them.
She blinked twice: no. She did it again. NO!
 



Chapter Nineteen
Eric lay in bed, worrying. Guarding the cell phone didn’t seem so important a task now that he was doing it. After dinner he’d gone straight to his room. He shut the door, tried to lock it. But the doors here didn’t have locks. Resident facilities never did. That was UNSAFE.
He took out the phone and hid it under his pillow, then lay down. A nervous tickle squirmed in his stomach every time someone walked by in the hall. When Diego called in for him to get ready for bed, he put on his pajamas, then stuffed the phone down his underpants when he went in to brush his teeth and use the bathroom. He almost dropped it in the toilet.
About an hour after lights out, a quiet knock sounded on his door. Diego entered holding a penlight with a blue beam. Eric squinted as the light hit him in the face.
“Sorry, Ruk.” He lowered the light. “You’ve got the phone?”
Eric handed it over with some reluctance.
“Why is it so warm?”
“I had it down my underwear for safety.”
“Yuck. Hombre, you didn’t need to do that. It was in your nightstand all week and nobody found it.”
Diego wiped it on his pant leg, then turned it on and messed around with the buttons. He made a little movie of Eric, to prove he could work it, then dropped the phone in the pocket of his scrub top.
“Okay. Be back in a few.”
As soon as Diego left, Eric started to think that his aide had tricked him. There was no need to put the phone under his pillow or drop it down his shorts. Diego was right—it had been sitting safely in the nightstand drawer all week. Diego only told him to guard it so he’d feel useful.
“I’m not Sherlock Holmes. I’m not even Dr. Watson, 221B Baker Street.”
He climbed out of bed and threw open the shutters to the balcony. It was raining hard now, and water streamed off the roof. He stuck his hand out from the balcony and let the water flow around it. Boy, was it cats and dogs out there.
His building stood on stilts, pushing it into the canopy like a treehouse, but tonight he felt the trees and heard their branches bending in the wind and beneath the rain, but could only see shadows. A little light reflected from over the roof of his building, in the direction of the main hall, but it wasn’t enough to see far.
Then a light turned on in one of the rooms in the habitat opposite his. He moved to the side of the balcony so he didn’t have to squint through the sheet of water pouring off the front, but only through normal rain. No, the light wasn’t coming from the opposite room, but from its balcony.
“Someone else is awake.”
That building had a ramp up from the forest floor, and it twisted back and forth like a snake until it reached the suspended walkway that linked the habitat to the main building. That habitat must be where the wheelchair people lived. Right, because it was closer to the dining hall and the patio, so they didn’t have as far to go. Covered walkways linked his habitat to that one. Good thing, so Diego didn’t have to walk out in the rain.
And then it occurred to him that the light was probably coming from Meggie’s porch. That’s because Diego needed light to see her, to interview her with the cell phone camera.
Because the habitats were like starfish arms, radiating from a central point, the porch opposite him was only about thirty feet away across the open air, even though you’d have to walk a lot farther to get there from where Eric stood. He leaned out to see if he could peer into Meggie’s room. It was too dark to see much. Shadows moved. Figures. People talking and waving their arms. The rain was too loud to hear anything. Who were they?
One must be Diego. Was the other one Meggie?
“Don’t forget. She’s locked in the dungeon. The witch put her there, and—”
One of the figures moved closer to the open doors, and a bit of light caught her face before she returned to the shadows. The words froze on his lips.
It was her. The witch.
#
Meggie blinked furiously, trying to get Benjamin’s attention. But he was staring at the wall behind her, licking his lips.
“Kait, I don’t know.”
“It has to be done. She knows too much. And if she tells. . .”
“But tonight?”
“Tonight, my dear. People are looking for her. Soon, they will find her.”
Kaitlyn stripped the sheet from Meggie’s body and yanked it free where it tucked under the mattress. She folded it twice, then twisted it in a knot. She held it out to Benjamin, who shook his head and took a step backward.
Don’t do it. Please, for God’s sake.
“Take it. I know you don’t want to, I know this sucks. But you have to do it.”
Benjamin didn’t reach for it, but he didn’t move toward the door, either. And he didn’t say no. When Kaitlyn shoved the twisted-up sheet into his chest, he took it with shaking hands. She pushed him toward the bed. He looked down at the sheet, at Meggie’s still body, at the wall behind her head. Anywhere but her face.
Kaitlyn moved to the open doors that led onto the porch. She wore an ugly expression, like the face of a farmer who has discovered a rat’s nest in the woodpile and now stands above the baby rats with a shovel in hand, ready to get the unpleasant task over with.
Benjamin clenched the sheet in his fists. He looked like he was going to be sick all over Meggie. He bent and lowered it with shaking hands.
Meggie stared up at him, eyes bulging. No blinking now. Only waiting as he lowered the sheet toward her mouth and nose. Her fiancé. Husband. The man who had married her under false pretenses, far away from anyone who might have objected. The man nominally in charge of her care. Was now about to murder her.
The sheet came down. Loose at first, it soon pressed hard into her mouth and nose. She struggled for air. The sheet tightened, then twisted, and then he was bearing down on her face, snarling, sobbing, cursing Kaitlyn and himself. Meggie couldn’t breathe. Terror swept over her.
Why? How had she survived all this time only to die like this? Her horrific ordeal at the bottom of the cave, wedged in the rock. The fight for the surface, then Kaitlyn untying the rope so she’d fall. A high spine injury that left her locked away from the world. Years of silence and frustration. The long, agonizingly boring days. Waiting. Always waiting, and hoping against hope that someone would help her.
And now they would kill her. Nobody would even know how she’d died. They’d believe she died in her sleep. Nobody would ever find her killers, learn what had left Meggie paralyzed in the first place. It was too much injustice to stand. The universe shouldn’t be so cruel.
The sheet went slack on her face. Air came in. Not enough, not yet, but some. She sucked greedily to fill her lungs. The sounds of struggle.
He did it, she thought at first. He finally stood up to her.
But then another man was there, crying for help in Spanish. The sheet jerked off her face, and she caught people moving back and forth in her vision. A fist flew through the air. The newcomer cried out.
It was an aide, Meggie realized. Too early for rounds. How had he stumbled into here?
Two bodies slammed into the railing on her bed. They had him, whoever it was, both Kaitlyn and Benjamin pinning him down, while they punched at him, wrapped the sheet around his head.
Why wasn’t he shouting anymore? Why wasn’t he screaming for help? If only Meggie could turn her head, she could see what was going on. Something splattered on her face, warm and wet. It dripped from the tip of her nose onto her lips. A sharp, metallic taste hit her mouth.
Blood.
The man groaned in pain. They pushed him further over the railing. until his head was all the way down to Meggie’s chest. The sheet covered his head. Benjamin had his hands around the man’s throat, while hands flailed back, trying to get to eyes, mouth, anything.
Meanwhile, Kaitlyn was down low, grunting and thrusting. Each time she pushed forward, the man shuddered. His body convulsed on top of Meggie. Dear God, what was Kaitlyn doing to him?
At last he stopped fighting. He lay slumped across Meggie. A final twitch, then nothing. The other two pulled back. For a moment, all was silent except for the drumming rain.
Her heart pounding, Meggie tried to figure out what had happened.
Someone had burst in. While Benjamin was smothering her, one of the aides must have come walking down this way—why, she couldn’t say—and heard something. He came in, caught these two in the midst of murdering her, and tried to intervene. Then they’d killed him.
“Oh, my God.” Benjamin sounded sick. He staggered backward. “No, I don’t want it.”
“Hold the knife.”
“No!”
“Then give me the sheet. Quickly. He’s bleeding all over.”
They unraveled the sheet, spread it out on the floor, then finally jerked the dead man off Meggie’s chest. He slumped to the floor. She heard them wrapping the body.
Kaitlyn picked up something from the floor. A blue light flickered across the wall. She turned it off and pocketed it.
“Why did he have to come in here?” Benjamin asked. “I thought they didn’t do their rounds until later.”
“He wasn’t on his rounds, he was checking on Meggie. This is the guy I spotted talking to those people at the Devil’s Cauldron.”
“You’re sure?”
“Positive. He’s the one trying to get her out. Well, there’s one problem taken care of. Should buy us some time.” She sighed. “Too bad you took so blasted long with Meggie. Now we’ll have to do it again.”
“She’s a mess,” Benjamin said. “Blood on her face and chest. Someone will come in and see her.”
“No, they won’t.”
“How?” he demanded. “How the hell are they going to miss it?”
“Because she won’t be here when they come, got it?”
Benjamin fell silent.
“Now listen to me. The first thing is to get rid of this body. Then we’ll worry about cleaning the rest of this up. Including Meggie. It’s going to be tricky. Not like having her suffocate in her sleep. That would have been perfect. We’ll have to get rid of her body, too. Dammit.”
“I don’t understand. How are we going to move him out of here without being seen? They lock the door down to the ramp at night. We’ll have to haul him past the nurses station and through the front door. Meggie, too.”
“God, you are so stupid sometimes. You’re worse than that dumb kid I questioned at breakfast.”
“I’m sorry.”
“We’re not hauling them anywhere. They’re going over the railing.”
“Oh.”
“Starting with this one.”
Together, they dragged the body out the open doors onto the balcony. Some grunting and heaving as they lifted him up. Meggie waited in fear, sure that the first thing they would do when they got back was to finish her off, then do the same thing. But when they returned, she had one more reprieve.
Kaitlyn stripped out of her clothes and dropped them in a pile. She opened the wardrobe door and fished around inside until she found some of Meggie’s clothes. While she dressed, she gave Benjamin instructions.
“While I’m gone, smother her. No more fooling around.”
“With what? The sheet—”
“You’ll find something. Strangle her with your hands, if you have to.”
“My God.”
“I have to go out the front door and all the way around the building. Then I’ve got to find the body and drag it into the woods. That gives you plenty of time to grow a pair and get it done. By the time I get back from the woods, you’d better be done. Throw her down to me. Then toss the mattress.”
“I don’t know, Kait.”
“You don’t know what?” Her voice was scalding.
“If I can do it. If I can kill her.”
“If you don’t, you’re on your own. I’ll walk right out the gates and get in the car.”
“You can’t do that. They’ll find me here. I’ve got blood on my shirt and hands.”
“Exactly.”
“What are we going to do, anyway? What if there are droplets of blood on the walls or the floor?”
“First the bodies, then we wake Usher.” She sounded frustrated. “He’s in this deep enough already. But we’ve got to take care of this before the night shift comes through to check on her. That gives us about thirty minutes, so get it done.”
She went outside again, maybe to throw her bloody clothes down with the body. When she returned, she seemed calmer.
“It was a screwup, no question. But if we keep our heads, we’ll be okay. Just do what I tell you. Take care of her and throw her over. Got it?”
He made a swallowing sound, and when he spoke, his voice was thin but determined. “Got it. You can count on me.”
“Good.”
She left. Meggie waited. This was it. Time to see if Benjamin could go through with it without Kaitlyn standing over his shoulder, goading him on.
Benjamin rummaged through Meggie’s drawers and wardrobe, cursing in a low voice. When he came back, there was nothing in his hands. He stood for a long time, motionless.
“That’s it, then,” he said in a flat, dead voice. “I’ll have to do it with my hands.”
He met her gaze. She blinked her eyes frantically. No reaction.
He pinched her nose shut with his left hand. He cupped his right hand and brought it toward her mouth. It hesitated above her lips, and a look of self-loathing swept over his face, like a final, horrified realization of what he was contemplating. Then he closed his eyes.
His palm pressed against her mouth and cut off her air.
 



Chapter Twenty
Hiring a lancha cost Wes 150,000 colones (about 300 bucks), plus another hundred in U.S. dollars. Basically, everything they had on them. He grumbled to Becca that they could have hired a taxi to take them to the coast, spent a day scuba diving, had a nice lobster dinner, then returned by bedtime in what it cost to retrieve his cell phone from the Devil’s Cauldron.
“And that’s assuming Diego comes through for us.”
“Your hypothetical taxi driver wouldn’t have to cross the lake in a downpour, then wait who knows how long on the other side.”
True, Wes thought as he squinted against the driving rain and through the faint light cast off the front of the bow. And the poor guy had just sat down to dinner when Wes came pounding on his door. He had looked sadly at his casado—a plate of rice and beans with chunks of chicken—and sighed deeply when Wes said they needed urgent passage across the lake.
“Sé que es una molestía . . . ” Wes added. I know it’s a hassle.
So how much? The man gave his price and Wes swallowed hard and negotiated down to what was essentially all the cash they had on hand. Uncle Davis was going to love this expense report. It would have been cheaper to stay at the luxury house on the other side of the lake.
Becca hunched inside her rain poncho, pinching it shut at the face to keep out the rain. Wes didn’t even have that; his poncho was a black garbage sack with holes for his head and arms. The boat owner looked miserable leaning over the wheel, drenched. But once he’d taken the money, he hadn’t breathed a word of complaint. And instead of sitting behind the windshield, he stood so he could better see the faint outline of the opposite shore and thus keep them moving at a good clip.
It took twenty-five minutes to cross the lake, or twice as long as the trip had taken by daylight. Fortunately, it wasn’t windy, and the surface remained relatively calm. Little hacking up and down through waves.
The motor cut to idle and the man asked Wes to reach beneath his seat for the flashlight and pass it up. The man shone it along the coast, took them in a little closer, then continued his search. The light stopped on the pilings of an old wooden dock, the platform of which had long since rotted or floated away. He then took them east along the shoreline, picking his way past rocks and partially-submerged tree stumps. At last, he expertly pulled up to shore. He jumped out onto a sandy beach.
“Señora,” he said, and held out his arms to help Becca down.
Wes was expected to hop down on his own power.
“Cuanto?” the man asked as he tied his boat to a tree trunk. How long?
“An hour, maybe,” Wes answered in Spanish. “Hour and a half, tops. We’ve got to hike up to the cauldron, grab something, and come back.”
“I don’t want to be here all night.”
“You said you’d wait.”
The man frowned, then gave a reluctant nod. “Está bien.”
“Look, if it turns out to be longer than two hours, I’ll pay you twenty bucks an hour. I won’t cheat you, I promise.”
This mollified the man. It would be a miserable night, sitting out here with his boat, hungry and tired when he should be home tucking into a hot plate of casado, but it was doubtful he had this kind of a paycheck waiting at the end of a typical day, either.
Wes and Becca grabbed their backpacks, checked to make sure the seals hadn’t popped loose on the bags holding their batteries or anything else they couldn’t afford to get wet, then fished out their flashlights and looked for the trailhead to the Devil’s Cauldron.
It took twenty minutes trudging through the downpour until they were up the flat, gravel trail and past the house where they’d been staying the previous week, when Uncle Davis had called them home. They’d been gone nearly a week already, but the house was dark and appeared to have remained unrented since their previous stay.
Becca shone her flashlight through the gates of the property. “A little luxury doesn’t seem so bad all of a sudden.”
The trail grew steeper above the house. Well-graded and adequate in normal weather for wheelchairs or bikes. But it was slick with rain, and flooded on the few stretches where the ground turned flat. They stumbled over branches, heavy with waterlogged moss, that had blown down across the trail.
But whenever Wes questioned whether they should have waited until daylight, he thought of Diego’s final message.
Get your brother out. He’s not safe here.
The sooner they recovered the cell phone, the sooner they had their proof, the sooner they could yank Eric and go home.
About halfway up, Becca called for a rest break beneath the outstretched branches of a tree. She uncapped her water bottle. “Any faster and I’m going to induce premature labor.”
“I wish I had an excuse.” He unslung his backpack and groped for fresh batteries. His flashlight was losing juice. “You’re running me into the ground. I can barely keep up.”
“You’re such a liar,” she said, good-naturedly. “I can tell when you’re coddling the pregnant lady.”
“If it’s coddling, then why does my heart feel like it’s going to launch itself from my chest?” He drained the offered water bottle. “Ready?”
As they set off again, Wes thought about Kaitlyn Potterman. Why was she tormenting Meggie? What crime was she hiding?
Sadly, it was common to find a locked-in patient only to face family opposition. Instead of being overjoyed to discover treatment for their paralyzed loved one, they fought to maintain the status quo. There were many reasons. One woman had caused the accident that crippled her husband while driving drunk. In order to battle the crushing guilt, she’d remade herself as a model wife, coddling him like he was a seventeenth century French king.
She worried that if they freed him from his prison, allowed him to communicate with the outside world, she would become unnecessary. Worse, she was terrified that the first thing he would say when given the chance to speak was, “I want a divorce.”
He hadn’t. He’d been grateful for her care and forgiving of her mistake.
In other cases, the family suffered quite a different blow. A son or parent had suffered a stroke and slipped into a coma. Brain dead, it was believed. And the family abandoned him. Left him to rot in a long-term care center, fed and bathed, turned and moved like a potted plant. To accept that all those years he had been fully alive inside, but left in crushing loneliness, with nothing to stimulate his mind, was more than some people could accept. And so they denied the medical facts. They refused to believe, even when presented with reams of data that proved full consciousness.
But this case was something different. It was more like the initial investigation into Uncle Davis’s paralysis, when Wes and Becca discovered that he’d been shot with a spear gun while diving on the Golfo Dulce, then been hidden away while Wes’s mother and her other brother fought it out for the company fortune.
And then there was Walter Fitzroy. Locked away in the former resort of Vanderzee in Upstate New York and tormented by a mentally ill woman who believed she was his girlfriend. It had taken trickery and personal risk on Becca’s part to free him for treatment.
The case of Meggie Kerr was reminiscent of those two investigations. Money, people willing to commit violence in order to cover their crimes. Exactly what the crimes were, Wes didn’t know. He was anxious to get Meggie out, use the miracle of modern technology to pry open her brain and excavate the dark pit of human motivation.
“Davis knows,” Becca said a few minutes later. “That’s what this is about. That’s why he told us to come back to Vermont.”
Wes was deep in his own thoughts. “Wait, what?”
“Think about it. We were on our call chatting about that kid in the Bronx. And gradually getting around to discussing Meggie. Then suddenly he orders us home.”
“I know. I was telling him we didn’t need an entire house. I didn’t know he was about to cancel it and change our tickets. I was thinking, ‘Where did that come from?’”
“Remember anything funny that happened right before he said that?” she asked.
“Um, he said that bit about ‘We find them, we rescue them.’ So it was bewildering that he gave up just when we were about to make a big score.”
“I mean what happened, not what he said. He went quiet all of a sudden. Didn’t say anything for about a minute.”
Wes frowned. “Yeah, I remember. I thought his computer had crashed.”
“He learned something. That’s why he went quiet.”
Things came together. “He was multitasking. Checking his email while talking to us. Someone must have sent him a threatening message. He ordered us home to protect us.”
“Exactly,” she said.
“You don’t think that’s a leap?”
“If it is, it’s not a very big one. Otherwise, why the about-face? There’s only one thing I can’t figure out. Why hasn’t he checked up on us since then? I’ve emailed him probably twenty times about other stuff. Not once has he asked me why I’m not in Vermont.”
“Wait a second.” Wes stopped and turned his light on Becca. He wiped the water from his face as his mind raced ahead. “I’ve got it.”
The rain had diminished to a drizzle and the frogs were bellowing, croaking, buzzing, and chirping in the trees that surrounded the trail. Somewhere in the distance, howler monkeys hooted.
“Think about Tropical Beans,” he said. “Think about what they do.”
“Um. . .they make coffee?”
“Not the whole company. Kaitlyn Potterman.”
“Computer stuff. What . . . ? Oh!”
“That’s right. Remember the lawsuit accusing her of putting keystroke software on a competitor’s computers? Uncle Davis must have read the file.”
“Then the email came, warning him off,” Becca said. “He’s a smart guy, and he figured it out right away.”
“Smarter than me, apparently. I didn’t think of it, not even after re-reading my notes about Kaitlyn.”
“That makes two of us.” She shrugged. “Anyway, so Davis gets a threatening email and figures out that hey, this woman is in IT and she lives in Vermont. And she just sent him a threatening email. What did she say? That she’s watching? I’ll bet he was worried she’d hacked our network. We don’t exactly keep it secure.”
“No, we don’t. The LIS interpretation software is open source. Same with the video chat. Opening up is what we’re all about.” He sighed. “Might be time to rethink that policy.”
“So he ordered us home,” Becca said. “That was the only thing he could do under the circumstances. Otherwise, he puts his own life at risk, our lives, and Meggie Kerr’s, too.”
“He had to know we’d disobey. We find them, we rescue them. We weren’t going to come home, not when we’re so close.”
“Which is why he never asked why we weren’t showing up at the house. He knew we were still in Costa Rica, that we never flew home. And he never wanted us to.”
Wes shook his head. “And here was I getting frustrated with Eric. We need just as much handholding. Can’t believe it took so long.”
“I won’t tell if you won’t tell,” she said.
The rain picked up again, but Wes’s mood was much brighter than it had been moments earlier. They were so close now—close to getting Eric out, close to helping Meggie. And close to exposing Kaitlyn Potterman. Justice.
A hint of sulfur cut the air. Then the wind shifted, and it came on stronger, like rotting eggs, waves of the stuff, coating Wes’s tongue and filling his nostrils. They rounded the corner and the flashlights cut through a clearing up the hillside. Steam drifted from the pools and hot pots, and a larger cloud billowed down the hillside from the Devil’s Cauldron itself. The hot springs were deserted.
“What time is it?” Becca said in a low voice.
Wes strained to hear over the rain and the bubbling pots. “Eight-forty,” he answered after a glance at his watch.
“That took longer than I thought. Maybe he’s come and gone.”
“He also has to fight the rain. There’s time.”
And if he’d already left, at least they’d have the phone.
The moonlight that had earlier filtered through gaps in the clouds disappeared as the sky closed in and began dumping rain again. They made their way carefully up the hillside. Some of the upper springs were hot enough to scald, and they slowed down even more when they approached the Devil’s Cauldron itself. Wes took Becca’s wrist to hold her when they reached it, stopping to listen. No sound but the boiling water and the splatter of rain in the leaves and on the bare ground. Carefully, they picked their way around the cauldron and listened. They heard nothing.
They turned the flashlights toward the woods to look for Diego’s tree. There it was, directly behind the cauldron, where the forest encroached to lean its branches over the hillside. The main trunk was at least a dozen feet across, with so many thick, twisting branches, starting close to the ground and climbing into the canopy that it was like a kid’s dream of the perfect climbing tree. Large buttress roots formed walls at its base.
The tree was an ecosystem in and of itself. Vines as thick as pythons choked the lower trunk, while ferns, mosses, orchids, and even miniature trees hung or sprouted from branches. A pair of frog eyes reflected back at Wes from the flashlight, then blinked out.
“It must be this branch,” she said.
Becca stood in front of a low, thick branch that dipped in a u-shape. At its lowest, it came within two feet of the ground. Roots dropped from the branch to anchor it to the soil.
It did appear to be the most likely candidate on the most likely tree. But there was nothing unusual pinned in the hollow between branch and tree. Certainly not a plastic bag holding Wes’s cell phone and its video evidence. They checked out a couple of other branches, then dismissed the other trees one by one.
“No, it’s got to be this one,” Wes said, returning to the original tree. “Diego hasn’t made it yet.”
They snugged in against the buttress roots, in what looked like the driest spot beneath the canopy, turned off the flashlights, and settled down to wait.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
“He’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead.”
Eric stood on the porch, gripping the railing, while water hit his clenched knuckles and splashed his face. He couldn’t stop saying it.
“He’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead.”
They killed Diego! Eric saw it with his own eyes.
“He’s dead!”
Moments earlier, his new friend had been alive. Now he was gone. A man and a woman had him wrapped in a sheet. The witch and her friend. They lifted him to the railing. Diego’s arm flopped out and his green scrub top lay exposed, together with a bit of the man’s dark hair, poking out the top. If there was any doubt, that had settled it.
And here Eric had gaped like an idiot while Diego stumbled into Meggie’s room. He couldn’t see all of the room, but he could see people moving around. Struggling.
Could he have saved Diego if he’d run into the hall screaming bloody murder until someone came to help? Or if he had tried to find Meggie’s room in time to help his friend? He didn’t know. But it didn’t help that he’d stood here watching until the struggle stopped. It hadn’t lasted long.
The man and woman pushed the body and it fell over the railing and dropped into the darkness and disappeared. It was twenty or thirty feet down onto a steep slope that led into the trees. Why did they do that? Soon as it was day someone would see it. Something flashed in the woman’s hand. A knife. She stuck her arm into the rain and turned the blade over to wash it off.
Washing away blood. And Eric knew what that meant. Diego didn’t fall and hit his head. It was MURDER.
“You knew that already. Pay attention.”
The man and woman went back inside. They stood arguing next to the bed for two or three minutes, then the woman left Meggie’s room and disappeared into the hall. The man stayed behind. Eric’s hands hurt from clenching the railing. He wanted to run to the door and block it with his nightstand, then drag his bed and wardrobe into place as well. In case the witch and her friend came looking for him.
“Keep watching.”
The man opened Meggie’s closet, her nightstand, and her dresser. Looking through someone else’s belongings. That was AGAINST THE RULES.
“Murderers don’t follow the rules.”
A flashlight moved on the ground below the habitat, where the woods met the hillside. A tight blue light.
At first Eric was excited, remembering Diego’s blue penlight, but then he remembered. That wasn’t him. They’d thrown his body over the edge. The witch must have taken his light. And now she was using it, mucking around down in the trees. It flashed back and forth, then stopped. Eric couldn’t see what she’d found. Something lumpy.
“It’s your friend. The one they killed.”
Oh, that was it. They’d thrown Diego over the edge, and now they were going to drag away the body. That was how they were going to hide their crimes.
“Too bad someone saw you do it,” he said with grim determination. “And that someone is me. I’m the judge, jury and executioner. No, wait. The judge and jury. Wait, I’m just the judge.” Only that wasn’t right either. “The police—I’m the cops. You’ll never get away with this.”
Eric looked back to the bedroom in the opposite habitat. The man stood over the bed, looking down. Eric remembered Meggie. He’d forgotten all about her.
She must still be alive in there. Because the other two had gone back inside and stood arguing near the bed. Eric couldn’t see her, but she must be there. Because if she were dead, they would have tossed her over the edge, too. He was pleased to have figured this out. But what next? What should he do?
“Go get help. Go help the pretty lady.”
His hands released their grip at last. His fingers ached, and there was a deep groove on his palm where the edge had pressed into his flesh. It distracted him for a moment. When he looked back at the room, the man was leaning over the bed. His arms were out, like he was pressing on something to hold it in place.
That didn’t make sense. Meggie couldn’t move. Why did he have to hold her down?
A vague feeling of alarm spread through him. He was looking at something going wrong. Whatever the man was doing, he was UP TO NO GOOD. If only Wesley were here to explain what. Eric would have to use deductive reasoning. Like Sherlock Holmes.
Then suddenly, he understood. The man was pushing down on Meggie’s face. He must be covering her mouth and nose. Keeping her from breathing. She wasn’t moving, wasn’t fighting back, because she couldn’t.
Eric flew into action.
#
He burst from his room and raced down the hallway to the first of the covered walkways that connected his habitat to the others. His bare feet thumped on the wood, so loud that he was sure someone would hear. He didn’t know if that was good or bad.
What if everyone at Foggy Mountain was UP TO NO GOOD? The bad man and woman were walking around and nobody told them they didn’t belong. Nobody told them they were not nurses or aides or janitors or kitchen staff or administrators. Nobody told them to go away. Instead, they could come and go and murder people. What if everyone knew already?
And so Eric didn’t yell for help. He didn’t know who he could trust.
He reached Meggie’s habitat, and then he got confused. There were five doors in the hallway. Which one was hers? He stood puzzling it over and trying to think which side it would be on to face his own balcony. But as soon as he tried to picture the building in his head it was like one of those impossible jigsaw puzzles with a thousand pieces, all confusing shapes and colors.
“Stop wasting time.”
He threw open the first door and flipped on the light. It was an old lady. She opened her eyes and glared at him. The next one had a girl named Angela—pronounced An-hela. She was from Argentina, they said. They spoke Spanish there, too. Angela or An-hela wasn’t who he was looking for. At least she didn’t wake up.
When he threw open the next door he knew it was the right one. There was already light in the room, coming from the single bulb on the covered porch on the far side. It reached inside and left the bed and its linens in a soft white glow like from the light of the moon. It was what he’d seen from his balcony.
Meggie lay on her back in the bed, staring up at the ceiling. She wasn’t moving. Her eyes didn’t turn to look at him.
That was called being TOO LATE, he realized sadly. Too late was when they didn’t push the button in time and the bomb went off. Too late was when they pulled the kid out of the frozen lake and the ambulance came and they breathed in his mouth and pushed on his chest. Then they stopped and shook their heads. Too late.
A deep sadness sank into his belly. He didn’t want her to die. The poor woman, trapped inside a prison in her own mind. She wanted so badly to get out and if he had come faster maybe he could have helped before that bad man killed her.
“He suffocated you to death because I was too slow.”
Her eyes moved toward him. He jumped back with a little cry of horror, then let out another cry, this one of joy. The pretty lady was still alive!
“I couldn’t do it,” a man’s voice said.
Eric turned so fast he almost fell. A man stood in one corner, his arms folded and one hand rubbing at his chin. He looked troubled. Guilty.
“You’re a bad man.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You have it so easy here. Everything taken care of. Never have to pay a bill or learn how to run a business. Or know anything about dealing with brothers riding your case.”
“Leave my brother out of this!”
“I’m not talking about your brother, I’m talking about mine. They think I’m running the company into the ground. They want Kaitlyn out. Idiots. You can’t get her out.”
“Who is Kaitlyn, the witch?”
“Witch?” He let out a harsh laugh. “Yeah, maybe. Or a devil. Once she gets inside you, you can’t get rid of her. You don’t understand, do you?”
Eric shook his head. He kept himself between Meggie and the man in the corner.
“I didn’t mean to turn out like this, you’ve got to believe me. I’m a good person who sometimes does stupid things. Like that time in college. I never would have slept with her if I’d been sober. And then there were those government contracts in Guatemala. I wasn’t going to pay the bribe. Somehow I did. And this poor idiot who stumbled in here tonight. She knifed him and made me help her throw the body down.” His voice caught and he cleared his throat, like he had something stuck in it. “Then there was Meggie and the cave.”
“What cave?”
“The thing is,” the man went on, sounding shaky, “every single time I get in trouble Kaitlyn has something to do with it. If she hadn’t been there, it never would have happened.”
“So why don’t you go somewhere else?”
“How do I do that? She knows everything I’ve done. One word and I’m ruined. Prison, or worse. That’s why I have to do what she tells me.”
“Did she tell you to kill the pretty lady?”
The man frowned. “What do you know about that? Yeah, that’s what she wants. And she’ll be back in a few minutes. She’ll want to know what happened, why I didn’t do it. What do I tell her? I have to do it or she’ll destroy me. But I can’t.” He cocked his head. “Maybe you could help me.”
“I’m not going to help you. I’m going to rescue her!”
“That’s what I mean,” he said hurriedly. “You came in and stopped me. I couldn’t do it. Then she’ll have to do it herself.”
Eric stared. This man was even stupider than he was. And what would the witch do to Eric when she found out that he’d got in the way? Kill him, too, that’s what. Stab him dead like she did to Diego. That’s what they called MEDDLING. And bad people took care of meddlers.
“Hey!” a woman’s voice called from below, like someone trying to be loud and quiet at the same time. It was her. It was the bad lady.
The man froze and his eyes widened.
“Benjamin!”
He inched to the open doorway and poked his head out.
“Where the hell is she?” A blue light flashed up from the ground, cutting through the rain and flashing on the ceiling of Meggie’s room. “Throw her down, quick!”
It made Eric furious. That was Diego’s flashlight. They killed him. That woman took a knife and stabbed Eric’s friend dead. Then they stole his light.
Kaitlyn. That was her name. And his was Benjamin. Stabbers and murderers. He looked at the back of the man’s head with rage building inside. His hands formed fists.
“There’s someone here,” Benjamin called down.
“Who?”
“A resident. I think he heard the noise and came to investigate.”
“What?” Kaitlyn said. She sounded outraged.
“Don’t worry about it. Just some retarded guy. But he interrupted me. You’ll have to come up and help me deal with it.”
Some retarded guy. Some retarded guy.
Eric snapped.
He bellowed in rage and charged. Head lowered, he slammed into Benjamin’s back. The man flew forward. The two of them staggered onto the porch and slipped on something wet.
Eric wasn’t a good puncher. Wesley told him to never get in fights, to control his temper. So he didn’t hit people. But he couldn’t control anything now and when he came up he found that he was sitting on the man’s chest. His fists were like hammers and he slammed blows down on the man’s face.
“Get off of me. Kait!”
He was crying for help and Eric remembered the nasty woman down below. She would be coming up. And she had a knife, which she’d already used to murder one person. Eric had to get out of here or he would be the second person.
He climbed to his feet and staggered backward. Blood streamed from Benjamin’s nose, which looked funny, like a Mr. Potato Head with the wrong body part stuck into the middle of his face. It dawned on Eric that he’d been the one to do that. He didn’t feel bad. His hands hurt from punching. He didn’t feel bad about that, either.
Eric ran for the door, then stopped. Meggie lay on her back, still facing toward the ceiling. But her eyes rolled as far to the side in their sockets as they could move, watching him.
“I need to help you,” he said. “But she’s coming. What do I do?”
Benjamin struggled to his knees on the porch. Blood streamed down his face and then Eric saw there was already blood all over the decking. Diego’s blood. It must have run out when they were throwing his body over the edge. That made him angry all over again.
“No,” he told himself, only just stopping himself from attacking the man again. “Help the pretty lady.”
Eric grabbed Meggie under the armpits. He heaved, struggled to get her up over the bed railing, then slung her over his shoulder. He thought she would be heavier. Maybe it was like in the movies, where people got agitated and then lifted up cars and pried open elevator doors. They called that adrenaline.
Whatever it was, Eric had plenty of it. He burst into the darkened hallway and let Meggie’s door swing closed behind him. He turned right. No, that was wrong. Left was back toward his room—that’s where he wanted to go.
He stopped again. “That’s the first place they’ll look.”
But if he ran toward the main building, the nurses station and all the rest, he’d see Kaitlyn, coming back from outside. And that was very bad.
A door slammed down the hall. Eric stood frozen, Meggie over his shoulder. She wasn’t moving. Why not? Was she . . . no, she couldn’t move. Duh!
And then, because Eric couldn’t think of anything, and because he certainly wasn’t going to wait for Kaitlyn to catch him and stab him to death, he did the first thing that popped into his mind.
He stepped across the hall to the opposite room, opened the door, and slipped inside.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Eric found himself back in An-hela’s room. What a funny name.
“Angela,” he whispered. “That’s how they say it in English.”
She was a teenager with shiny black hair and a round, smooth face that looked peaceful as she slept beneath the soft glow of a nightlight. Looking at her, you wouldn’t know she was mentally handicapped like Eric, plus she had to use a wheelchair. Someone said she had spinal beef . . . .something like that. Beefeater? Spinal beefeater?
“That doesn’t make any sense,” he whispered.
Then he shut his mouth and froze. Two voices spoke rapidly in the hallway outside. Eric was behind the door and could pick out their words.
“I don’t know where he went,” Benjamin said. He sounded funny and gurgly. “I didn’t see.”
“Well he didn’t go back my way or I would have seen him.”
“Forget about him. He’s a resident.”
“He’s got Meggie, you moron. Was it the blond kid?”
“That’s right. About my height. Really strong arms.”
“Stop making excuses.”
“I’m not. He broke my nose.”
“His name is Eric,” Kaitlyn said. “Not very bright. I’ll bet he took her back to his room. That’s this way.”
Whew, that was close. Good thing he wasn’t in his room. They’d catch him. Then they’d take out the knife. But when they didn’t find him in his room, what then? They’d keep looking, so what should he do? He could carry Meggie out the other way. Go to the nurses station and ask for help. Hopefully, she wasn’t working with these two bad people.
“Can I trust you here by yourself?” Kaitlyn said in the hallway.
“Why don’t I come with you?”
“What if he’s in the bathroom or hiding out somewhere? We can’t let him get out of the residence halls. Here, take this. If you see him, cut his throat. Meggie’s, too. Don’t give me that look. I’m sure he’s gone back to his room. He’s not smart enough to think of anything else.”
“How will you take care of him without the knife? He’s strong. Look what he did to me.”
“With this,” she said.
“Oh.”
With what? Eric almost forgot everything and looked into the hall to see. Just in time, he remembered. Footsteps thumped down the hallway.
Again, he almost threw the door open. Then he remembered that the man was supposed to stay behind and watch for him. Sure enough, footsteps creaked outside. Benjamin sniffled. Muttered some bad words.
Eric was getting tired. He sat in the chair with Meggie in his arms, like she was a big baby. Her hair smelled like peaches.
Angela hadn’t awakened in her bed, but kept sleeping with a peaceful expression, her face lit by the nightlight above her bed. It was the shape of a clown. Eric didn’t like clowns. Their smiling faces looked like they were hiding something. Like they were UP TO NO GOOD. He struggled back to his feet, still holding Meggie, then reached over Angela’s bed and flipped off her nightlight. There, now he didn’t have to look at the clown.
But the dark scared him, too. He kept seeing Diego slumped over Meggie’s bed while the mean woman shoved a knife up under his ribs.
The rain was letting up outside. Moonlight broke through the clouds and filtered into the room. He carried Meggie out to Angela’s porch where he could see better. There, he made an important discovery. It took a minute before he understood what it meant.
This side of the habitat didn’t face the woods. Instead, it looked up the hill toward the outdoor dining area, the butterfly garden, and the hydrotherapy building. There were no stilts outside Angela’s room, because the building was built right into the hill on this side. There were only stilts on the other side. And that meant her room was only six or seven feet above the ground.
Footsteps and voices sounded in the hall again. There was a hammock on the deck that they must have lifted Angela into from time to time, and Eric lowered Meggie in and whispered in her ear that he’d be right back. He crept to the door to listen.
“Then where did they go?” Benjamin asked.
“Got to be in one of these rooms. Probably close. Wait down by the door. I’m going to search the rooms one by one until I find them. Start in this building and work my way down to the other habitats.”
Eric’s throat tightened. If they started in this building, that meant right here. This room. It would be the first they’d check. He backed toward the deck where he’d left Meggie. This was it. This was how they would catch him and kill him like they did Diego. And they’d murder Meggie, too. What had she ever done?
He pulled shut the doors onto the balcony and stood trembling.
“Maybe they won’t look,” he whispered. “But if they do, I’ll fight for your life. I promise.”
He didn’t know if Meggie could hear, but that was okay. He was mostly talking to himself, trying to be brave. The witch had a knife. Or had she given it to the man? He couldn’t remember.
And then he glanced over the balcony. It wasn’t that far. He could jump over the edge and land on the grass easily enough. Wesley would say, “Be careful, Ruk, you might break your leg,” but he could do it. What he couldn’t do was leave Meggie lying here in the hammock, hoping they wouldn’t find her.
Eric heaved her out. Holding her in his arms, he swung his leg over the railing. The door to the hallway swung open. Footsteps sounded in the room. Eric got his other leg over and jumped.
Leaping down by himself would have been easy. With Meggie, it almost ended in disaster. First, he had to twist hard to keep from landing on her. Then, he landed awkwardly on one ankle. It buckled painfully beneath him and he tried not to cry out. But the ground was wet and kind of muddy and his foot slipped across the grass instead of bending back the wrong way.
He rose to his feet. His ankle hurt, but not too much. NOT BROKEN, they would say. He struggled to get Meggie back in his arms, checking as he did to make sure she was okay. She seemed to be, though she still wasn’t talking. She stared into his eyes until he had to look away.
She was so pretty, and also very smart inside her mind prison. She probably thought he was dumb, and if she could talk, she’d tell him a million better things to try.
Eric limped across the grass. At first he started toward the main buildings, and the lights that welcomed him, promising help. He didn’t know who was working with the bad people, but he had to try someone. The rain soaked his clothing and he blinked to get it out of his eyes.
A shout sounded at his back. He turned. Benjamin stood on Angela’s covered porch, calling for help. He hadn’t yet jumped over to give chase.
It was a long way to the main buildings, and all of it across grass. Eric wasn’t good at figuring out distances, but he could see at once that he’d never make it. Not carrying Meggie. And he wasn’t going to put her down.
“We’ll never make it.”
But the woods were closer, only a few feet away, down that wet, grassy slope. It was dark in there, with trees and branches, and so many vines and ferns, and plants growing on top of other plants, that if he stayed quiet, he might be able to get in there and hide. After that, he didn’t know what to do.
He staggered toward the hillside. As he reached the edge, his foot stepped in an open drainage pipe that he hadn’t seen in the dark, which channeled water off the lawn and down into the woods. He lost his balance, landed on top of Meggie, and slid down the hillside, unable to stop himself. It was like a terrifying water slide, straight toward the black row of trees. He gripped her pajamas, unwilling to let go and lose her in the dark. They crashed into the bushes and came to a stop.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
He dragged her out of the bushes, then cradled her in his arms, afraid that he’d hurt her and with no way to know for sure in the dark. He took off his shirt and used it to wipe mud from her face. He was careful around her eyes, mouth, and nose.
Wes’s voice sounded in his head. Make sure she’s not hurt, Ruk.
“Are you hurt?”
No, not like that. He started at her feet and worked his way up her ankles, trying not to poke or pinch her too hard. As he did, he muttered an explanation, so she wouldn’t be mad that he was touching her like that. She seemed to be okay.
Diego’s penlight flashed on the hillside. Eric pulled Meggie deeper into the bushes. It was so dark in here, and he was afraid. But at least it was drier beneath the canopy. He held her close and didn’t move. The light followed the row of trees, then came several feet in. Twice, they walked past his position. The second time, they stopped not ten feet away, on the edge of the grass.
“He’s got to be right here, under our noses,” Kaitlyn said. “Like up in the rooms. I’ll bet he came right in and hid close by.”
Eric drew in his breath. She was right. That was dumb. He should have kept going. But he was tired and needed to rest. And he made noise when he moved. What choice did he have?
“Look what I found in the aide’s pocket,” she said.
“A phone?”
“And look what I found in the address book.”
“Pilson?” Benjamin asked.
“That’s Eric’s last name. And look at this.”
Eric’s heart pounded. He wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but if they’d found his phone that was bad.
“Think he made a call?” Benjamin asked.
“There’s no coverage up here. So no, we dodged a bullet. But now we know, don’t we. They’re working together. Come on.”
At last, they moved along, retreating, he thought, toward the main buildings.
“They must be very angry,” Eric told Meggie when he was sure they were safe, at least for the moment. “Furious. We can’t let them catch us. But what should I do? I wish you could tell me. Or my brother was here. He’s so smart, he’d come up with an idea. And Becca, too. She’d stop Kaitlyn and Benjamin, just you see. Becca has a baby growing in her belly.”
Wes and Becca were somewhere close, weren’t they? That’s right, they told him that when he saw them at Devil’s Cauldron. If only he could remember. He tugged at the roots of his hair in frustration.
“There’s another trail,” he said with a burst of excitement. “It goes past the hot springs down to the lake. That’s how they got up. That’s where we’ll go.”
It took a lot of effort to lift her again. His ankle still hurt, and he’d twisted a muscle in his back when he fell down the grassy slope. But he had to get moving. He was sure that if he kept going around the buildings, staying in the trees and fighting through the underbrush, he would come across the trail up to the hot springs.
“I won’t let you down,” he told her. “You’ll see. I can do it.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Meggie’s emotions were as volatile as the water boiling up from the dormant volcano beneath their feet. First terror, then hope, followed by a fresh wave of fear. Diego’s murder. Benjamin starting to suffocate her two different times. The first time Diego had interrupted them, and the second time Benjamin couldn’t go through with it. Once Kaitlyn rushed off to deal with the body, his spine had dissolved like a hunk of ice tossed into the hot springs.
Then Eric came. She’d have rather had his brother and his wife. The woman may have been pregnant, but she’d carried a determined glint in her eyes when she came search for Meggie among the hummingbird feeders. Those two would be a match for Benjamin and Kaitlyn.
But Eric was brave and determined, she had to give him that. He knocked Benjamin to the ground, then carried her off. He could have left her in the hammock and run for his life, but he didn’t. And when he hauled her into the woods, he’d even taken the time to clean her off and check her tenderly for injuries. Benjamin had dismissed him as “some retarded guy.”
You callous, spineless asshole. He’s worth a hundred of you.
If only she could give Eric instructions. Instead of stumbling through the forest, fighting their way through vines and brush and over moss-covered tree trunks rotting on the forest floor, he should have hidden her somewhere and gone for help. Even fled by himself to the cauldrons to look for Wes and Becca.
Carrying her was a huge mistake. It slowed them down. By the time he finally staggered onto the trail with a shout (please stop talking and crying out, she begged him), it had been at least twenty minutes since Kaitlyn and Benjamin came down from the habitat to search for them. Those two would have been busy. Doing what?
They’d rouse Jerry Usher. Kaitlyn was manipulating the facility administrator, and in the current circumstances, she’d apply all manner of pressure to gain his help. Maybe Usher would contact local police, warning them that one of the residents had kidnapped her. When the police, not speaking English, caught them, they’d ignore Eric’s frightened babbles, and turn them back over to Colina Nublosa.
Even more alarming was that bit she’d overheard about Kaitlyn discovering Diego’s cell phone had Eric’s contact information in it. Kaitlyn knew about Eric’s brother and his wife looking for Meggie. And what about the part where Kaitlyn spotted Diego talking to someone at Devil’s Cauldron? It wasn’t a stretch to expect Eric to run back to the hot springs.
And here they were, trudging up the hill, Eric like a pack animal, hauling her along. The rain had stopped, but the trail remained a mess of mud and puddles and exposed roots. He slipped and stumbled, almost dropping her several times. The barest moonlight illuminated the trail and it was a trick to keep moving in the right direction. He never complained.
After a few minutes he shifted her from his arms to drape her over his shoulder like she was a child. Her head bounced up and down and she could see back down the trail. Water dripped from her hair and she blinked to clear her eyes.
They came around a bend and the woods momentarily cleared on the steep hillside to show a dark expanse below and behind them, all the way down to the clearing of Colina Nublosa. Lamps dotted the property, casting it in a soft, diffused light, fuzzy through the humid air. They’d made it farther than Meggie had thought possible. Surely Eric would run out of steam long before he reached the top. But no, here they were, almost up and over the shoulder of the mountain. A hint of sulfur lingered over the smell of wet forest. They must be close. They were going to make it.
And then she spotted a blue light sweeping back and forth below them, somewhere between their position and the care center. A second light flicked on, this one brighter, with a stronger beam. It turned off again and the people coming up after them continued by the small penlight. It too blinked out a moment later, obscured behind trees.
Eric! They’re coming.
But he continued to move doggedly up the hill, never stopping to look behind. He hummed a song, which came out in scattered bits between his grunts of exertion. It was the theme song from an old sitcom.
Turn around. Please.
He shifted her again and her right arm, which had been dangling by her side, now got tossed over his shoulder. Meggie’s hand came to rest on his bare back. He’d never put his shirt on again after wiping her face, but had tucked the wet, muddy thing into the elastic band of his pajama bottoms.
Meggie tapped her finger. Three times, then her arm swung free again. The pursuit drew closer. Any moment their enemies would round one of the bends below them and they’d be caught.
Eric reached the next bend and leaned into it, grunting. Her hand fell across his back again. She tapped and tapped.
“Hey, you can move.” Eric stopped and shifted her around to look her in the eyes. “Are you getting better? Are you getting out of your prison?”
She blinked furiously.
“Oh, that’s impossible. Because the witch hurt you. I remember.”
He stared at her with a look of deep concentration as she tried to blink him a message. It amounted to nothing more than a shout that something was wrong. But he wasn’t getting it. His arms were trembling and he looked like he wanted to put her down.
No, not yet. Look behind you.
“What is it? Do you need something? Are you thirsty? I’m kind of thirsty. Wesley drinks soda, but I don’t like the bubbles.”
Wesley came out sounding like Wussy, but she’d heard him say it before and had eventually parsed it out. Eric’s beloved brother, never far from his mind.
Eric, please. I’m begging you. Look downhill.
Something dawned on his face. His head whipped around and his eyes widened. “Very bad. Very very bad.”
Go. Run.
She was lucky he didn’t understand her. Instead, he resorted to the one tactic that had served him well so far. He found the closest spot to hide and took it. In this case, it was a rounded hump of rock off the right shoulder, covered with moss and ferns, and even a small tree trying to grip the rock by burrowing its roots into the fissures. He carried her off the trail and got them mostly around the boulder moments before Benjamin and Kaitlyn came up behind them. Meggie slumped with her back against the rock and her head drooping to one side, and she could see the trail clearly as her two enemies rounded the bend.
Kaitlyn and Benjamin were moving silently, mostly in the dark, with the single penlight pointing down at the ground. They were trying to catch Eric unawares. If he hadn’t been in the switchbacks, but in the flatter, thicker forest, he might not have spotted them. As it was, they’d only just gotten off the trail in time.
“I’ve lost the prints,” Benjamin whispered. He held the penlight.
Kaitlyn put a finger to her mouth and pointed to the ground. Benjamin nodded.
With all the rain and mud, it must have been simple to follow their trail most of the way. And the fresh prints, not yet washed away by the rain, could only be Eric’s. And deep too, no doubt, given that he was carrying a heavy burden. But out of sheer luck, Eric and Meggie had been passing over a stretch of bare stone, washed free of dirt and worn by hikers over the years.
Kaitlyn held the larger flashlight, presently turned off, in one hand. The other drew something black from a jacket pocket. It glinted when Benjamin’s penlight passed over it.
A gun.
Meggie tried to turn her eyes to see Eric’s face, but he remained out of sight. He stayed frozen. She silently begged him to stay that way. If he moved at all, he might catch their attention. As it was, if Benjamin turned his light a few inches, it would expose them and show that they were not lumpy protrusions of the boulder.
After several tense moments, Kaitlyn and Benjamin continued up the trail.
“They’re ahead of us,” Eric said a moment later. “We can’t keep going. And then they’ll get to the hot springs and see we’re not there. What will they do then?”
They’d come back searching again. With no muddy prints to follow, it would surely occur to Kaitlyn that Eric had taken Meggie off the trail. They’d backtrack to this point. And find them.
Eric took her hand and turned her so the moonlight was on their faces. He looked into her eyes. “What do I do? You’re smart, you can think of something.”
Meggie didn’t want to start blinking. That would only confuse him as he tried to decipher her signals.
He looked so earnest, staring into her eyes. Vulnerable, yet determined. She wished she could move and speak, if only this once, so she could put her hand on his cheek and thank him. Even if Kaitlyn caught them, this moment of kindness, this helping hand freely offered, meant so much. Seven years since someone cared. Seven long years of crushing loneliness.
Thank you, Eric. Thank you for trying.
“I’m sorry, Meggie. I did my best. I tried to be like the knight in Wesley’s story and carry you out of the witch’s dungeon.” He shook his head. “Everything falls out of my head. It won’t stick there. And now I can’t think. Please don’t be angry.”
He gave her such an anguished look that her heart broke for him. Tears welled in her eyes.
“Don’t cry, pretty lady. I’m sorry.”
She tapped her finger on his palm. It was the only way she could touch him and let him know it was all right.
He looked down and something flickered in his eyes. “When Uncle Davis’s computer broke,” he said, “Wes and Becca had him blink his answers. He can only blink one eye. You have two. Could you send me a message if I ask you a question?”
Yes! Give me instructions.
He stared at her, confused, then brightened again. “Wait. I remember how they did it. Blink your eyes once for yes and twice for no.”
She blinked once.
“Yes, like that. Yes! You understand.” He was so excited that he looked like he was going to kiss her. He stopped just in time and pulled back with a horrified expression.
When he got over that, he scrunched his face in another look of intense concentration. “Do I go to the hot springs or should I go back to Foggy Hill? And should I take you with me or try to find help?”
She stared back in frustration. Begging him to try harder. Her finger tapped frantically.
“Yes or no?”
She blinked twice. No.
“No? Which one? Oh! One question at a time. Should I go to the hot springs?”
She hesitated, weighing her decision. She should send him back to the care center. Then, hopefully Eric would ask if he should take her or leave her, and she could tell him to go on without her, to run down and get help. They’d never make it together. And yes, there were risks that way, but better than stumbling into Kaitlyn with her gun and her little minion.
A shot split the air from the trail ahead. A woman screamed. Kaitlyn? Had Benjamin finally snapped? Good Lord, what was going on up there?
Eric whipped his head toward the gunshot, alarm spreading on his face. “What was that? A gun? What should I do? Should I go up there?”
It was a hunch. Meggie blinked once. Yes. Go.
But Eric wasn’t looking at her. His head cocked and the alarm turned to horror. Meggie heard it then, a woman’s cry. And a man’s angry shouts.
Eric sprang to his feet. “It’s Becca! And Wesley!”
Another gunshot.
Eric sprinted off and left Meggie with her back propped against the rock. Watching him disappear around the corner as he ran toward the hot springs.
He’d forgotten all about her, bless him. In his alarm at the gunshot and the shouted voices and realizing that somehow Kaitlyn must have come across his brother and his sister-in-law, every other thought seemed to have vanished from his mind except to help them.
Meggie was glad. She was terrified to be left behind in the dark, waiting for someone or something to find her, and knowing that no matter what happened she couldn’t defend herself. But more than that, she was afraid for Eric. She needed them not to kill him like they had killed Diego. If her enemies came back for her, to torture her one last time before they snuffed her out forever, knowing that they had murdered her protector would be more than she could bear.
Her eyes followed up the trail in the direction he had disappeared and she cast all her hopes, all her strength in his direction.
Be safe, my knight.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Wes and Becca had been waiting for almost an hour. The rain had stopped briefly, but now picked up again. The canopy channeled away some of the water, but then it would collect on a broad leaf far overhead, suddenly giving way in a cascade that dumped on someone’s head. Becca huddled within her poncho, and Wes tried to do the same with his garbage sack, but it was a poor substitute for the real thing.
Where the devil was Diego Palomar? He hadn’t equivocated in his email; he’d been insistent he’d film Meggie after dinner, then hike up here and leave the phone. Something must have happened. Had he spotted Kaitlyn lurking on the grounds and called it off?
Just when Wes was ready to declare it a bust, Becca grabbed his arm and squeezed. A light blinked across the clearing from the trail that led over the hill to Colina Nublosa. It had a bluish tint, and was small, like a penlight, rather than a full-size flashlight.
No wonder it took Diego so long, if that’s all he had to find his way up. It did little to cut the sheets of rain pouring over the open hillside around the hot pots and basins. The light blinked off, then came on again closer.
Wes started to rise, but something made him stop. It might have been nothing more than paranoia, or the long wait in the cold rain, with the smell of sulfur swirling around them. What was therapeutic in the daylight seemed sinister in the dark, like the vapors of hell.
He took hold of Becca’s arm. “Wait. Make sure it’s him.”
The light bobbed along the hillside in their direction. When it drew closer, Wes froze. Two figures, not one. Diego and Eric? Or Kaitlyn and Benjamin Potterman? Voices spoke, and his fears were realized.
“Damn it,” a woman said. “Where the hell is he?”
“He must have gone back for help.”
“Carried her all the way down the hill? I don’t think so. And we would have seen prints. Not to mention he’d have passed us on his way down.” She sounded disgusted. “God, I swear sometimes you should be committed yourself.”
“Stop riding me.”
Becca squeezed Wes’s hand, so tightly the nails dug into his palm. This was them. Kaitlyn and Benjamin. Had to be. So what did that mean? They were chasing Diego, who had hiked up here carrying Meggie? What would possess him to do that?
Kaitlyn came behind the cauldron, her silhouette erect against the sky. Her companion followed, braced against the rain. She ran the blue penlight along the trees. Wes wore a black garbage sack and kept his legs tucked under his body. Becca was behind him in an olive-green poncho. The light passed right over their position.
There were only two people. The man sounded weak, cowardly. The hard, ruthless edge in the woman’s voice gave Wes pause, but he still wanted to spring to his feet and confront them. He was sure Becca would feel the same way. But they were in a foreign country, Becca was pregnant, and what if things turned physical? Even assuming Wes managed to overpower Kaitlyn, they still had no proof.
“Then where are they?” Benjamin asked. He turned on a more powerful light, but he swept it down the hillside instead of searching the woods. The pair were only about ten feet away now. “Did they go down toward the lake? They’d be trapped against the shoreline.”
“That’s a long way down. He’s tired—he has to be exhausted—there’s no way he’d make it to the lake.”
“He’s not so good at planning ahead. Maybe he tried. He might be stuck on the trail. Could be fifty feet from here, for all we know.”
“That’s better—now you’re thinking.” Kaitlyn was quiet for a moment. “Maybe he did that exact thing. Probably we lost his prints and he came right past here. But he might have jumped off the trail behind us and hid. If he did that, he might return home. And then we’re in trouble. We’ll have to deal with Usher, we’ll have even more of a mess to clean up. We’ve got to turn around just in case. If that doesn’t work, we’ll search toward the lake.”
They looked ready to go back and Wes felt his body uncoiling. Kaitlyn had something in her hand. The soft glow of a phone turned on in her palm.
“What’s up with this phone, anyway?” she asked. “Diego had it. The resident must have given it to him. But there’s no signal up here. So what was he doing?”
“Don’t overthink it, Kait. He’s just some brain-damaged reject. What could he possibly do?”
The woman turned off her penlight, shuffling with something else in her hand as she followed the light cast by her companion’s more powerful flashlight.
Wes bristled hearing his brother dismissed in such callous terms. Becca tightened her grip on his hand, as if to keep him from springing to his feet.
Then it struck him. They weren’t looking for Diego, they were looking for Eric. It was Wes’s brother who had left Colina Nublosa carrying Meggie up to the Devil’s Cauldron. He must be coming to look for Wes. And these two were searching for Eric. Then where was Diego? Had they done something to him?
Furious now, he shrugged off Becca’s warning hiss.
“Hey!” he shouted as he rose to his feet. “That’s my brother you’re talking about. And that pisses me off.”
He turned on his flashlight and shone it on the pair, who whirled, blinking as he blasted it in their eyes.
“No, Wes,” Becca said. “She has a gun!”
Too late, he realized she was right. That was what Becca was trying to warn him about. When Kaitlyn had been putting away the phone, it was to bring out a handgun. They weren’t searching for Eric and Meggie to question them—they were hunting to kill them. The gun now pointed at Wes’s chest as Kaitlyn stepped toward him.
Wes lowered his flashlight to the gun, his anger giving way to fear. For himself, of course, but mostly for Becca, now rising to her feet. And for Eric, hiding somewhere with a paralyzed woman.
“What are you doing here?” Kaitlyn asked.
His mind turned quickly. First, protect his pregnant wife and his brother. Then himself.
“My brother thought someone was trying to kill him. He’s paranoid, he worries about stuff like that, but I agreed to—”
Kaitlyn fired her gun. Wes flinched, anticipating the bullet slamming into his chest. She was only ten feet away and her aim was steady. But nothing hit him.
Someone was screaming behind him, and through the ringing in his ears—mostly caused by fear, not the gunshot—he realized it was Becca.
“I’m okay!” he shouted. “Becca!” Then, to Kaitlyn, he said angrily, “What the hell is wrong with you? Put that down!”
“You had one warning shot,” Kaitlyn said. “That was it. Lie to me again and you will die.”
Tell the truth and I die, too.
There was no questioning her intentions. She stared at him coldly through the rain, while Benjamin shone the flashlight in his face. Her gun hand remained steady. As soon as Wes told her the full truth, she would kill him.
“Please don’t,” Becca said. “Please, we’re not your enemies. We—”
“Stand back or I shoot him. Then you.”
Becca had been stepping forward, but now she hesitated. Wes was glad for that. He wasn’t willing to let her be a distraction so he could make a feint, or whatever. He motioned her back.
Kaitlyn fished something out of her pocket. It was Wes’s phone. “You heard what I said, didn’t you? That’s right, I know he was carrying this. Why? What was he doing?”
“Eric was helping us find the patient with locked-in syndrome,” Wes said.
“That’s what I know already.”
“But that’s all he was doing. That’s all any of us are doing. It’s our job—we find people who can’t communicate and we help. We want to help Meggie, that’s it.”
“Sorry, I can’t let that happen.”
“We don’t care about anything else. Your history with Meggie, any of that. We’re not interested in any sort of vendetta or conflict. We bring help, that’s all. If you’re guilty of any crime, anything at all, it has nothing to do with us.”
“Please, believe us,” Becca said. “If we go to the police, then we stop getting access to people with LIS. So we can’t make too much noise. We have to be discreet.”
Wes glanced at his wife, impressed. Her lie sounded so much more convincing than his version. But it was still a lie. The foundation was all too happy to bring justice to people like Kaitlyn Potterman. Anyone who would abuse, hide, or injure a person incapable of fighting back deserved to be hung, so far as Wes was concerned. No, to rot in solitary confinement for the rest of her life. That was more fitting.
Kaitlyn snorted. “Even if that were true, that doesn’t mean Meggie would feel the same way. What’s to keep her from talking?”
“We’ll speak with her,” Wes said, lamely. “We’ll explain—”
She pulled out Wes’s cell phone from her pocket. “Why do you have the cell phone?”
Wes shrugged. “If my brother got lonely he could call.”
The gun cracked. A blow slammed into Wes’s leg. He fell to the ground with a cry, then rolled over, writhing in agony. His hands grabbed at the gunshot wound, trying to put out the wildfire burning up his thigh muscle.
Becca dropped to his side. “Wes!”
“Get away from him,” Kaitlyn snarled. “The next bullet goes in his skull.”
Crying and shaking with what Wes knew was anger more than fear, Becca backed away on the wet, muddy ground. She kept moving until she was several feet behind, up near the tree. Wes lay on the ground, teeth clenched, hurt and afraid.
“Now,” Kaitlyn said, “I suppose you could call that a second warning shot. A little more serious than the first. I’d kill you, but somehow I don’t think this other one would cooperate if I did. You were lying again, weren’t you?”
The pain eliminated Wes’s defiance. He nodded.
“There’s no signal at Colina Nublosa.” She flung his phone at him. It bounced off his shoulder and landed on the ground. He didn’t pick it up. “You knew that. There’s no signal anywhere around here. So why did he have it? Why did he pass it to Diego?”
Wes swallowed hard, trying to frame the truth in such a way that she would believe. Kaitlyn must have taken this as additional equivocating. She pointed her gun back toward the woods to Becca.
“The next shot goes through your wife’s pregnant abdomen. Should I do that now, or will you cooperate?”
“No, please. I’ll tell you.”
“Good.”
“My brother was going to use the phone’s camera to take video of Meggie. Ask her questions, get her to blink her answers.”
“What? You expect me to believe that? With his mental retardation?”
“It’s true, I swear. We made it simple and drilled with him. He was having a hard time remembering—that’s why we met him behind the cauldron this afternoon.”
“And Diego?”
“He was never a part of our plans,” Wes said. “But he must have talked to Eric today, because he sent me an email saying he was going to do it himself and leave the phone in the hollow of that tree behind me, wrapped in a plastic sack to keep it dry.”
Kaitlyn turned the flashlight to her companion. “What do you think? Should we kill the woman to make him tell the truth?”
“It is the truth!” Wes shouted.
“I think he’s coming clean,” Benjamin said. “Probably.”
Kaitlyn stared down at Wes. “Then what? Diego leaves the phone. What do you do with it?”
“We were going to take the footage.” The pain rose and he took shallow gasps. “And use it to raise a stink. Force the Costa Rican government to turn Meggie over.”
“This must be the discreet part of your organization.” A sneer crept into her voice. She pointed her gun down at him. “You can feel good knowing you died trying to protect your brother. I’m sure the world would have been a better place with that low-IQ cretin still running around. Too bad.”
The rain had at last come to a halt, reduced to a fine mist. The clouds cleared overhead, and the moon gleamed through, full and white and cold. A dull ache spread through him, knowing he would never see it again.
Wes closed his eyes. No resisting now. He sent one final, pleading thought to his wife.
Run. The moment Kaitlyn fired, when her attention was distracted, Becca could flee into the woods. It was dark; she was clever. She could hide. Take out her knife in case they found her. Whatever she did, she couldn’t come to his aide.
Please, don’t do that.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Eric sprinted uphill, leaving Meggie behind. He ignored branches that lashed at his bare chest, rocks that jutted from the hillside to bash his legs, and mud that splattered him every time he stomped through a puddle. He didn’t have a flashlight, and he fell twice when roots rose to trip him. His heart thumped like a bird trapped in his hands.
All he could think about was Wes, shouting. Becca, screaming. They had hiked to the hot springs to help him. He knew that. The witch must have found them and pulled out a gun. Did she shoot them? Did she kill them?
“I won’t let her. I won’t let her.”
Eric burst into the open. The rain had stopped at last, and the clouds were opening up. Moonlight glinted off the lake far below, which spread like a smooth sheet of glass surrounded by dark, hulking shapes. Ancient volcanoes.
Just ahead, the Devil’s Cauldron sat on the hillside, almost invisible beneath the billowing steam. Water boiled over the edge like from a giant pot left on the stove.
There were three people between the cauldron and the forest behind it, about thirty feet away from him. One held a flashlight, shining it on the other two, one of which was the bad woman. Kaitlyn. She held a gun in her hand. In front of her, on his back, lay Eric’s brother. Wes clutched his leg, his face twisted in pain and fear.
Only three? Where was Becca? Oh, no! Eric’s gut turned to water. Oh, no. They must have got to her. And the woman who had shot Wes now stood over him with her gun pointed down. She was going to shoot again.
A hot rage burned through him. He wanted to do something . . . bad. Very, very bad. He felt like that movie of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. That movie scared him, when the doctor twisted and groaned and his face changed, his body straining with muscles. But now he understood. It was a rage tearing beneath the skin.
“Leave my brother ALONE!” he roared.
Even before the words were out of his mouth, he broke into a charge, like an enraged bull. Kaitlyn whirled. She looked startled, but not alarmed or afraid. Instead of squeezing off a quick shot, she smiled, took aim and waited until he had closed half the distance. And in that moment, Eric realized she was going to kill him. He wouldn’t reach her in time. Instead, the bullet would slam into him. Then she would kill his brother anyway.
He was fifteen feet away, then ten. Then . . . bang!
Just as she fired, Wes reached from where he lay and hooked her ankle. He jerked it. She lost her balance with a cry. The shot disappeared into the night. Kaitlyn stumbled, almost fell, then regained her footing. She kicked at Wes to free herself, then turned around as Eric rammed into her.
They fell backward together. Another gunshot rang out as he landed on top of her. A white pain lanced through his left shoulder. He’d been shot. Or grazed maybe. It didn’t seem to stop the use of that arm, but it hurt like hell.
He rolled on the ground with Kaitlyn. She was stronger than he expected, and a nasty fighter. She clawed at his face and drove her elbow under his chin. Her teeth sank into his forearm and he cried out and pushed her away. They separated. She got to her feet. She turned, looking frantically for something on the ground and calling for Benjamin to shine his light down.
Eric struggled to his feet. He put a hand to his shoulder, felt blood, but he could still move his arm. He was lucky; it was barely a scratch. What now? Oh yeah, the gun. Where was it? He must have jarred it loose when he knocked her to the ground.
But at that moment, Becca sprang forward, stepping over Wes. She’d been behind him, near the trees, and that’s why Eric hadn’t seen her. He let out a cry of relief.
“Kill him!” Kaitlyn screamed.
“Eric, look out!” Becca called.
Benjamin, who had been holding the flashlight, had seemed stunned by Eric’s charge. He’d done nothing but stupidly point his flashlight at him, then at Kaitlyn. But now he groped at his waist and came up with the knife. It was the weapon Kaitlyn had used to gut Diego. Now he thrust it toward Eric. It was tentative. If he’d stabbed hard, he would have jammed it up under Eric’s ribs and that would have been the end. Eric jumped back and it only grazed his bare stomach.
As he lurched away from the knife, Becca slammed into Benjamin from the side. He jumped back and slashed, but she stayed out of his way. The two of them circled each other warily. Becca held her own knife. Where had that come from?
Wes was trying to get to his feet, but struggling against the gunshot wound in his leg. “She’s going for the gun,” he warned Eric. “Stop her.”
He turned to see Kaitlyn bending over and groping on the ground. He came at her, punching. One of his blows missed, but the other slammed into her shoulder and knocked her off balance. Cursing, she came up with the pistol and smashed it on the side of his head. He staggered. But before she could get the gun around, he wrapped his arms around her and drove her forward. They slammed against the side of the cauldron. Water boiled over, splashing like fire onto his skin. Steam choked Eric’s lungs.
Kaitlyn cried out in pain. “Get away from me, you freak. Let go!”
“I am NOT a freak. And I am NOT a retard, too!”
He grabbed her wrist, the one with the gun. She twisted her arm, trying to free it, but he forced it back, toward the cauldron. Hot water sloshed over them and she screamed. He shoved her hand under the surface and she dropped the gun into the cauldron. Kaitlyn lashed out, and her hand raked him across the face. Momentarily, she drove him back, then he wrapped her in a fresh bear hug and crushed her against the side of the cauldron.
The heat was intense, like standing in front of an oven. Sweat beaded on his face and back. And he’d burned his hand and chest. The bullet wound throbbed in his arm.
Kaitlyn bit at him, snarling, trying to knee him in the groin. Anything to gain an advantage. Grimly, he pushed and pushed. Water washed over them both, but Kaitlyn took the brunt of it. She thrashed and screamed like a rabbit with its leg caught in a trap.
He gave a final heave and she flipped over the stone lip and toppled into the cauldron. She shrieked, a sound so awful, so penetrating that it tore the night in two. Arms flailed out, trying to get over the side.
Eric staggered backward, horrified. He clamped his hands over his ears. The awful screaming went on and on and on.
Arms came up again, followed by her head. Eyes bulged in their sockets and her mouth froze into a grimace of pain and rage. He couldn’t tear his eyes away. The shriek died, trailing off into a final, strangled gurgle. Her head disappeared beneath the water and steam.
He thrust his fingers into his hair and gave a terrific pull. Clumps came out. It hurt so badly, but he couldn’t stop. He took another fistful by the roots.
“No, Eric! No!” Wes cried.
Wes dragged him back from the edge of the cauldron. Eric started to struggle, then realized who it was and went limp in his brother’s arms. He let out a long, shuddering sob.
“I killed her!”
“It’s okay. It’s okay. You didn’t want to. You didn’t try. It’s not your fault.”
He buried his head in his brother’s chest and cried. Wes staggered and Eric remembered that his brother had been shot, so he let himself be taken to the ground. When he finally stopped crying, feeling stupid and miserable, he looked around for Becca.
She stood, holding both knives in one hand, with a flashlight in the other. It shone down on Benjamin, who sat with his knees up and his head buried in his hands. His body shuddered.
“You’re all right?” Wes asked.
“He gave up,” she said. “I gave one feint and he threw down his knife.”
“Oh God,” Benjamin said. “Please. Oh, please.”
Becca handed the knives to Wes, then bent to look at his leg. “We’ve got to get you to a hospital.”
“I’ll be all right,” he said.
“He shot you in the leg,” Eric said.
“You got shot, too, buddy.”
“It doesn’t really hurt. The burns are worse.” He shuddered as he looked at his brother’s leg. It looked awful.
“It seems to have gone right through the muscle. I’ll be okay.” He was pale, but his face held a hard, determined expression. He turned to Becca. “Let’s get it now, while he’s like this.”
“Get what?”
“The video.”
“Of course.” She turned to Eric. “There’s another flashlight in my bag. Grab it, will you? No, over there, by the tree. Now look on the ground, right there. Wes’s cell phone is around there somewhere.”
“We know what you did,” Wes said to Benjamin while Eric searched on the ground. “We know everything.”
“What are you going to do to me?” the man asked.
Eric spotted the phone and snatched it up triumphantly. “Got it!”
He handed it to Becca, who pressed a button and grinned when the light came on. She wiped it on her shirt.
“We don’t care about you,” Wes went on. “We only want to get Meggie away from here. Away from you.”
“But will you tell the police?”
“We have to. Your cousin is dead. And you caused the accident in the first place, didn’t you? What happened in the cave that day.”
“It wasn’t me!”
“Tell me what happened.”
Eric glanced at Becca to see that she had the phone up and pointing at Benjamin, who squinted in the light of both Becca’s and Eric’s flashlights. Was she taking a picture? Why now?
Benjamin fell quiet. “I don’t know,” he said sullenly when Wes prodded him again.
“We can help you explain it to the police when they come. You know how these things work, you help the investigation and they treat you with lenience. You help us, we help you.”
Eric thought of the TV shows he’d seen and was confused. “I thought only the police could—”
“Shh, Eric,” Becca said sharply. “Not another word. I mean it.”
Eric frowned, feeling hurt. Then he got it, almost like a cartoon, with a little light bulb flashing on over his head. It was all he could do not to burst out, I know! I know! You want him to confess on camera!
His excitement diminished when he heard the ugly story come out of Benjamin’s mouth. About how Meggie had fallen in the cave when Benjamin’s knots came undone. Or maybe Kaitlyn untied the rope; he didn’t know for sure.
How they knew she was out of her coma, and decided to hide her in Costa Rica, so she couldn’t tell anyone. Then, how Kaitlyn stabbed Diego to death when he came in. They’d come up looking for Eric and Meggie, to kill them. Of course, it wasn’t Benjamin’s idea at all. Everything was Kaitlyn’s doing.
“What a weasel,” Becca said. “You won’t take responsibility for anything, will you?”
“It’s not my fault, I swear.”
“But why did she do it?” Wes said. “Was she jealous or something?”
“Kaitlyn hated Meggie. She always did. I don’t know why.”
“You’re hiding something,” Becca said.
“No, I’m not.”
“Never mind,” Wes said. “Look, there’s something else you’re not explaining. If Kaitlyn tried to kill Meggie in the cave, then why not finish the job? Why wait all this time? There must have been a hundred opportunities.”
Benjamin looked down and shrugged.
“Come on, man. Help us out here.”
“I’m not saying anything more. You can shoot me if you want, I don’t care.”
Becca put down the phone. “That’s more than enough. Come on, guys, it’s time to get you to a hospital. We’ll take this idiot back to the boat with us. He’s not going to cause any trouble.”
Becca gathered their backpacks and tucked the phone into an inner pocket.
Eric tugged at his hair with his free hand. Something still bothered him.
Becca rubbed his shoulder. She pried his fingers off the flashlight. “It’s okay, Ruk. You had to push her in. She was going to kill us.”
“I forgot something. What is it?”
“Seems you lost your shirt,” she said with a smile in her voice. “And your shoes. Did you forget to get dressed before you left your room?”
“I didn’t have time to put on my shoes,” he said. “And I left my shirt with . . . with Meggie! I left her behind!”
He snatched the flashlight from her hand and ran down the trail leading to Foggy Hill.
“Wait!” Becca cried. “Eric!”
He ignored her and raced to find the woman he’d abandoned by the side of the trail. Hopefully, she wasn’t angry with him.
#
Tears welled in Meggie’s eyes when Eric came running back down the hillside, shouting her name. He was okay. He was alive.
She had been waiting in terror. Listening for additional gunshots. When another shot came, her guts turned to liquid. She was sure they’d killed him, like the first two shots had killed Wes’s brother and his wife. That was a good half-hour ago.
And so she waited in fear and anguish to see that hated blue penlight searching the trail again, looking for her. It didn’t come. What was taking them?
Relief flooded through her when she picked out Eric’s voice and realized it was him. Here I am! she tried to call. Over here!
In that brief moment, she forgot she was paralyzed and helpless. She had to wait for him, doing nothing, absolutely nothing to help.
Eric ran past her spot. Calling, looking. Sounding confused. Where was she? Worry tinged his voice. He came past another time. The light swept past the rock where he’d propped her, but he didn’t stop long enough to find her.
“Eric!” a woman’s voice called. It wasn’t Kaitlyn, thank God. Another light flashed along the trail. A wider, stronger beam.
“I can’t find her,” he cried. “I lost her. Maybe animals. Maybe more kidnappers.”
“I’m sure it wasn’t animals. Now think, where was it? Where did you leave her?”
“I remember this tree. It tripped me after I got on the trail.”
I’m right here!
“Slow down. Let’s be careful. She’ll turn up.”
Moving methodically now, the two of them walked up and down the path. It still wasn’t a good search, as Eric couldn’t remember so much as which side of the trail he’d left her on.
And then came the wonderful moment when Eric’s flashlight shone in her face and she squinted her eyes shut, while he let out a whoop of joy. He rushed up and hugged her. She looked him over, feeling more grateful than she could ever remember. Scratches raked his face, and blood trickled down his right shoulder. But he was alive.
The woman came down. “Thank God.” She squatted and gently peeled Eric away. “It’s okay, you’re safe now. Kaitlyn is dead. Benjamin gave himself up. He confessed on camera. We’re going to turn him over to the police.”
Meggie thought she couldn’t feel any deeper relief than upon her discovery moments earlier, but this time she felt ready to collapse. It was like a giant stone had been pressing on her chest and now she could breathe.
“And we have enough evidence to force the Costa Rican government to turn you over to our care. My name is Becca Pilson, and I work for a foundation that brings locked-in patients into the real world. Blink once if you understand.”
Blink.
A smile broke across the woman’s face.
“I know it has been hell,” she said, “but I can promise you one thing. From this moment on, it gets better.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
“You fooled us,” Wes told Uncle Davis. “I’ll give you that. We thought you really wanted us to come home.”
Three weeks had passed since the fight at Devil’s Cauldron, and a nightmare of police, lawyers, paperwork, media coverage, and all the other hassles involved in exonerating Wes, Becca, and Eric of any crimes. Wes endured surgery at a Costa Rican hospital and hobbled around on crutches for the next ten days.
Eric—fiercely loyal to the end—had insisted on attending Diego’s funeral in San Jose. While Wes stood back, feeling guilty and self-conscious, Eric hugged Diego’s widow and his children. They wept in his arms, and Wes watched, marveling at his brother’s heart. After a talk with Becca and his uncle, Wes quietly set up a bank account for the grieving Palomar family.
With all of the distractions, it had taken almost two weeks to return Meggie to the United States. And this was the first time Wes and Becca had had a chance to sit down with Davis and talk.
They met in his house overlooking Lake Champlain, on the west side of the Green Mountains. Summer had arrived in Vermont, when the fields and forests turned a brilliant shade of green. Meadows and pastures sloped toward the lake. Herds of content cows grazed the knee-high grass. Here and there white-clapboard farmhouses and red barns dotted the countryside. The lake itself was a sparkling blue strip, pinned between the mountains of Vermont and the more rugged Adirondacks of Upstate New York on the other side.
Davis’s chair turned and his eye flickered across the video screen that hung in front of his chest. The computer voice responded with a speed and fluency that made it easy to forget that the man couldn’t talk, couldn’t move, could only blink and move his eyes. Even that was an accomplishment clawed loose from his paralysis by years of work.
“I thought you’d get it on your own,” Davis said. The computer even added a hint of teasing. “Was I expecting too much?”
“Almost,” Wes said. “At first, we couldn’t figure out why you wanted us home. Or why you didn’t ask for us at the house. We were too caught up in the case.”
Becca came in from the kitchen, where she’d been pouring herself a glass of iced tea. In the other room, gunfire chattered from Eric’s latest video game. Meggie was also in the house, working with Walter Fitzroy in the language lab.
“We guessed it in the end,” Becca said.
Wes had seen the email that threw Davis. An anonymous, threatening letter. Stay away from Meggie Kerr or I will destroy you.
“You were right,” Davis said, “I figured I’d been hacked. Too much research into Kaitlyn Potterman and her ways to think otherwise.”
“That was more suspicion than we had,” Wes said. “At that point, anyway.”
“I’d looked into that keystroke-logging accusation a little more. If I hadn’t wasted so much time blathering about the case in the Bronx, I’d have told you already. Soon as I got that email, I decided to play it safe. Of course, it wasn’t really safe in the end.”
Wes glanced in at Eric and was relieved to see only the back of his brother’s head as he stared at the T.V. Eric was playing the newly released sequel to the zombie assassin game, Sherlock Holmes: Werewolf Adventure. In the background, Holmes exclaimed, “Give him the silver bullet, Watson!”
Good. Wes didn’t want his brother to hear this. The police had grilled Eric more than anyone. A lawyer was always present, and Wes served as his translator, doing his best to shield him. The police were only doing their jobs; Wes never felt that they were being too hard, even though they grew exasperated by Eric’s inability to tell a straight story. He would forget details, then remember them, then forget them again. It was a grueling set of interrogations, spread over four days. At the end of it, Wes was a wreck, and his brother so agitated that it took three days back in the States before he calmed down to his usual self. Even then, he woke with nightmares over what had happened at the Devil’s Cauldron.
“Why didn’t you follow up with an email from an anonymous provider?” Wes asked. “Used a different computer?”
“Once Becca didn’t show up, I knew you were on the case. Didn’t necessarily think this woman would try to kill you, but it all turned out okay in the end, right?”
“I could have done without surgery, but yeah, I guess so.”
“Unfortunately,” Davis said, the computer making his voice somber, “there’s this friend of Eric’s who didn’t make it. I feel awful about that.”
“The only good thing about that is that it put the police firmly on our side. There was no getting around that she’d murdered a Costa Rican national.”
“And Meggie’s husband?” Becca asked.
“Better not call him that,” Davis said. “She never agreed to that. Fiancé. Even that word is ugly enough.”
“Okay, Kaitlyn’s cousin, then,” she said. “Benjamin Potterman. What are the charges?”
“First degree murder. Or whatever they call it down there. Doesn’t matter that he didn’t actually do the stabbing. Costa Rica doesn’t have the death penalty, but with the confession the two of you extracted, the case looks cut and dried. If something crazy gets him off, though, there are plenty of crimes he committed in the U.S.”
“Murder is a better charge,” Wes said. “Lock him away where he belongs.”
“He didn’t tie bad knots at the cave,” Davis said. “According to Meggie, Kaitlyn untied the rope, taunted her, then smashed her fingers with a rock so she’d let go and fall.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Wes said. “He’s still a weasel and a bastard and deserves whatever he gets.”
“There are a few loose ends,” Becca said. “What about Jerry Usher? Why did he get involved?”
“Money,” Davis said. “Pure and simple greed. Kaitlyn paid him off. Fifty thousand dollars a year—stolen from her company, naturally—directly into Usher’s bank accounts. And he apparently paid some bribes to officials in the Ministry of Health as well. The Costa Ricans know all about it now.”
“So he’s going to jail,” Wes said.
“No. They’re more concerned with their corrupt officials than a foreigner. He’s worked out some sort of plea bargain.”
“Doesn’t seem fair,” Becca said.
Davis said, “He’s losing his job. That’s something.”
“Here’s the thing that bugs me,” Wes said. “Why didn’t Kaitlyn kill Meggie when she had the chance?”
“She could have done it any time in the past seven years,” Becca said. “Why wait?”
“I doubt we’ll ever know for sure,” Davis said, “but I’ve been talking to Meggie. There was an incestuous relationship between Kaitlyn and Benjamin. He was completely under her control. And Meggie thinks Benjamin’s brothers were trying to seize control of the company. Somehow, Meggie was a tool.”
Wes didn’t understand and shook his head.
“Kaitlyn was just the cousin,” his uncle continued. “Not the side of the family to control the company. But she could control Benjamin. And she worked him over with guilt about sexual acts between cousins, about his role in his wife’s—excuse me, fiancé’s—accident.”
“And Kaitlyn thought she had to get Meggie out of the way before she married Benjamin,” Becca said. “That would have broken Kaitlyn’s control.”
“So why didn’t she finish the job?” Wes asked.
“Who knows?” Davis said. “Maybe all she wanted was to torture a rival.”
It was a horrible thought. What kind of psychopath would do that?
They were quiet for a long moment.
“One final thing,” Becca said at last. “Who sent the anonymous note that put us onto the Meggie Kerr case in the first place?”
“I wish I had a definitive answer,” Davis said. “I can only guess. Maybe it was one of Benjamin’s brothers. They didn’t otherwise seem concerned with her, and both have claimed they thought she was brain damaged, not suffering LIS. But maybe they knew, and didn’t care, except as a way to get rid of their cousin.”
“Or maybe it was Benjamin, feeling guilty,” Wes offered.
“Seems too brave for him,” Becca said. “Even done anonymously. Besides, if Meggie were rescued, his crimes would get out.”
“Yeah, I guess we’re back to that.”
“Or maybe it was someone in Costa Rica,” Davis said. “A worker at Colina Nublosa. Someone observant, who had figured things out, but didn’t want to risk his or her job. I don’t know if we’ll ever know for sure. Whoever it was saved Meggie’s life.”
“How is she doing, anyway?” Wes asked with a glance toward the language lab. The door was closed.
“Walter said she’s the best patient he’s ever had.”
Walter Fitzroy was another LIS patient, rescued from his own personal hell in Vanderzee, a care center for wealthy individuals in Upstate New York. Determined to dig out patients like himself, he’d fought his way through the treatment, then pledged his personal fortune to the cause, if they would only let him join the team.
“The best?” Becca said. “That’s a high compliment. In what way does he mean?”
“Why don’t you ask him?” Davis asked. “Better yet, why don’t you ask her?”
Wes blinked. “What? It’s only been a week. She can talk already?”
“Nine days, to be exact, but yes. She’s getting there. Come on.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Upon first glance, the lab room held what looked like two people frozen in wheelchairs, surrounded by computers, monitors, and laboratory gear. They were strapped in, heads and bodies restrained and immobile. Cameras focused on their eyeballs. Three cameras in the case of the woman, studying her eyes from all angles while she stared at a large screen. It showed a mixture of letters and common syllables, like a sort of shorthand. Level four already, Wes saw, surprised.
“Welcome back,” Walter’s computer said. “Sounds like one hell of an adventure. I’m starting to think Costa Rica should be put on a watch list for the State Department or something.”
He spoke in a deep, authoritative bass, almost like Christopher Lee or James Earl Jones. Before his accident, he said, he’d suffered a rather nasal-sounding tenor. May as well make use of the technology. Why not? If you had to attach a cybernetic arm, you’d make it strong enough to lift a car, wouldn’t you? And if you had to borrow someone else’s voice, you may as well borrow the voice of an Old Testament prophet.
“It was worth it,” Wes said. He and Becca pulled up chairs where they could be seen by both Meggie and Walter. “But no, not exactly a kick-back-on-the-beach sort of vacation.”
Davis rolled into the room, but stayed near the door. “Give us what you’ve got.”
“Ready to show off, Meggie?” Walter asked.
A moment of hesitation, then lights flashed on the big screen. “Ready.”
She was cleaned up since that night in the Costa Rican cloud forest, all wet and muddy. Her cornsilk hair was drawn back in braids, and even though her face couldn’t move, a light in her eyes spoke of intelligence.
“How do you feel?” Walter asked.
The words came out slowly. “I feel butter . . . better. I feel better, not butter.”
“You’re sure?” Walter asked in a teasing tone. “You’re not asking for a piece of toast, are you?”
“Haha. Nervous.”
“Don’t be nervous,” Becca said. “You’re doing amazing.”
“It feels good to talk. To be able to share. Thank you. You are heroes. All of you.”
Her chosen voice was a smooth, charming alto, almost melodic, like an opera singer when she was speaking. Sheesh, no wonder Eric was smitten. Wait until she got the emotion part of the program down; she’d be a killer. Right now, the inflection was slightly off, like a text-to-computer voice program.
“We’re not heroes,” Becca said. “We’re ordinary people doing our jobs.”
“You are heroes to me.”
Walter said, “She’s the best patient I’ve worked with. Bright. Fantastic memory. Tell her something once and she’s got it. And a hard worker. We went five hours yesterday. That’s hard brain work, like learning a language or the piano. Heck, I was exhausted. And when I left her alone, she kept practicing on her own.”
“So much to learn,” Meggie said. “I have wasted enough time. You understand?”
“Of course we do,” Wes said. “These two more than anyone.” He gestured to Walter and Uncle Davis.
“Tell me, Meggie,” Davis said. “Would you like to work for the foundation?”
She tried to answer, but the lights flickering across the board kept missing their marks and something like gibberish came out.
“Oops,” Walter said. “Try again.”
“Level three?” she asked. “For one moment.”
Walter’s eyes flickered and the screen flipped from a bluish tint to green. A simpler pattern of letters and syllables appeared. Back down to level three. Then it shifted blue again.
“Never mind. I’m not putting your training wheels back on. You’re good with level four. Slow down if you need more time.”
“Okay.” Meggie seemed to gather herself. “I am handica . . . am paraly . . . alyzed. How do I help?”
“You’re not the only one,” Walter said. “If you want to join us, we’ll make it happen.”
“I want to. Badly. But what can I do?”
“Don’t worry,” Uncle Davis said. “We’ll figure that out. Smart, fast learner—you’re exactly what we need. And we can work around handicaps. That’s what we do.”
“Does Eric work for you, too?”
“As much as he can,” Wes answered. “But a lot of it is computer work. Meeting people. It’s not always easy to find him something to do.”
“Maybe he could be Meggie’s assistant,” Becca said. “She needs plenty of physical help.”
“Eric himself needs assistance. I don’t think—”
“Of course he does,” Becca said. “But I’ve got an idea about that, too. What I’m thinking is—”
“Hold on,” Wes interrupted, before it could go any farther. “Let’s get through Meggie’s rehab first. Then we can worry about arranging an aide and whatnot.”
“I want to see him,” Meggie said. “May I, please?”
“In a bit,” he said, maybe a little too quickly. “He’s playing a video game and . . . well, maybe at lunch.”
It was the first thing Eric asked when they’d arrived at the house. Could he see Meggie? Where was she? What was she doing? Could she talk any better than last time? Wes had a hard time putting him off. Only video games distracted him in the end.
Wes had hoped to think about the issue before questioning Meggie, but decided this needed more immediate consideration. Probably for the best. Deal with matters sooner, rather than later.
“Walter,” he said, “could I have a word with Meggie?”
“Oh?”
His face didn’t move, but Wes could swear the man was raising an eyebrow, at least mentally.
“I guess we could cut out early for lunch,” Walter said.
“I’ll call staff,” Uncle Davis said. “Have them whip up something.”
The two men wheeled out of the room. The door swung shut behind them, controlled by computer. Wes eyed Becca, still sitting in that peculiar posture common to pregnant women who struggled to support aching backs. Thirty-seven weeks now, and counting.
“I’ll stay,” she said. “You might need a neutral third party.”
He started to protest, but Becca’s eyebrows shot straight up. “Okay, but I’m warning you, I might get stubborn about this.”
“Of course you will.”
“Meggie,” he said. “Do you know what Eric thinks about you?”
The screen lit up. “Not for sure. I want to ask him.”
“I can tell you. He has a serious crush.”
“Don’t call it a crush,” Becca said. “It infantilizes him.”
“Infatuation, then. Let’s be realistic about his cognitive abilities.”
“So he’s disabled. That doesn’t mean he isn’t serious about Meggie. It’s not like your brother jumps from one love interest to another.”
Wes turned back to Meggie. “So you’re going to ask him how he feels? Let’s say he professes his love like the hero in some romantic comedy. What do you tell him? Thanks, kid!”
“I tell him . . . ” Meggie stopped. The screen flashed twice, as she got off sync and had to start over. “I tell him that I want to be with him.”
Becca leaned forward. Her eyes gleamed. “You do?”
“Hold on,” Wes said. “You know what you’re saying, right?”
“Don’t worry about me,” Meggie said. “I am an adult. I can make my own decisions. Decide what is best for me. I am not afraid of being hurt.”
“Meggie, I’m not talking about you—I’m talking about my brother. I’m worried about his feelings, not yours.”
“You are?”
“Eric is loyal. He’s never had a girlfriend before, but once he does, he won’t let go. I know you’ve been locked in there for seven years. You must have been so lonely.”
“You have no idea.”
“I can only imagine. I’ve never been there. But it sounds like hell, the stuff of nightmares. The idea of a boyfriend, or someone fawning over you, must be exciting. And he saved your life. That’s got to hit hard.”
Becca put a hand on his wrist. “Wes.”
“I need to say it. Now, before it goes too far and someone gets hurt.” He turned back to Meggie. “But you’re out now. True, barring some huge new medical advance, you’ll never walk again, never feed yourself. You won’t be running in the Paralympics. But your mind is free, and that’s what makes us human. If you’re happy and optimistic now, just wait, it gets even better. You’ll be working, you’ll have a purpose. And you’re a smart woman—you’re going to grow tired of my brother. So you’ll break up. That will destroy him. I can’t let you do that.”
“Let me tell you,” Meggie said.
“Tell me what?”
“Please. I am slow. Let me say it all without . . . interrupting. Please.”
“Sorry. Go on.”
“I had a lot of time to think. About Benjamin. What I saw in him, why I was with him.” The words came out agonizingly slow, but sure. “So many things that he was, I didn’t want. I never would have wanted them, if I hadn’t been caught up by superficial things like how he looked and how much money he had. And so many things that he wasn’t, I needed. I still need them.”
As she spoke, her fluency was increasing, sentence by sentence. If this were pure therapy, Wes would flip the computer to level five, force her brain to work harder.
“Benjamin was a shallow, cowardly person,” Meggie continued. “Eric is neither of those things. He is sincere. He is brave. He is loyal. You have no idea how much that means to me now.”
“He is also developmentally disabled,” Becca said in a quiet voice. “You are not.”
“I know. I’ve thought about that, too. If I could, I’d do for his brain the same thing you’re doing for mine. But I can’t. But in the end, the things he doesn’t have, I can live without. The things he does have, I want more than anything.”
“Eric and I are twins,” Wes said. “When I was being born, he was stuck inside, with an umbilical cord wrapped around his neck. Suffocating.”
“I understand.”
“That’s my reality. That’s the part that you need to accept on faith. My health is built on my brother’s brain damage. And I will never stop protecting him.”
Becca squeezed his hand.
“But you sent him to help me,” Meggie said. “Even though it was dangerous.”
“That’s true, I did.”
“There are some things that are worth the risk.”
Was she right? It was against everything in Wes’s nature to trust his brother to someone else. And could a relationship like this even work?
“I have so many questions,” he said. “What about physically?”
“My nerves aren’t dead. I can still feel.”
“Yes, but you can’t move. What are you going to do to reciprocate?”
“I don’t know. We’ll work that out. Maybe nothing will ever happen—but that’s not your choice to make.”
“Do you even like the same things he does?”
“Yes. Cheesy musicals, Disney movies, classic characters like Robin Hood and Sherlock Holmes. Yes, I do. That’s not all I like, but what couple shares everything?”
“And you find him physically attractive?”
“Is that so hard to believe? Tell him, Becca.”
Becca smiled. “He looks like you, Wes. So yeah, he’s kind of cute.”
“I don’t know,” Wes said. “I still can’t wrap my mind around it.”
Meggie slowed down again. “All I’m asking is that you give me a chance.”
Wes looked at Becca. “And you think . . . what?”
His wife’s eyes were watery. “I hope this isn’t pregnancy hormones, but . . . I say they go for it.”
“May I see him?” Meggie asked.
Wes got up without answering. He walked into the hallway, then to the front room. Walter and Davis were talking about a new patient advocacy law in the Netherlands and how it might be a precedent for changes in the United States. He ignored them and walked to the home theater.
Eric was in there, with a controller in hand. Watson and Holmes stood over the dead body of a werewolf mid-transition. But his Victorian-garbed heroes stood still, waiting for instructions. Eric stared to the side, distracted by something. His brow furrowed and Wes could imagine the engine sputtering in there. Figuring things out in his own, deliberate way.
What a team they made. Twenty employees, but the core was here in this house. One pregnant woman, two paralyzed people, and adding a third. Eric, with all his cognitive disabilities. God knew Wes had plenty of his own flaws and weaknesses. Yet here they were, saving lives, one at a time.
“Werewolves? This is even goofier than the zombie game. Your brain is going to rot out.”
Eric turned, face brightening. “Wussy! Come play with me. You can be Watson. He has a Gatling gun that shoots silver bullets. It’s awesome.”
“Actually, I came in to tell you that someone wants to see you.”
“Who is it, is it Dad? Someone from the group home? One of my friends?”
“No, Ruk. It’s your pretty lady. She’s in the language lab and asked if you would come in. She has something important to ask you.”
“Meggie!”
Eric sprang to his feet, almost knocked Wes over as he brushed past, then ran down the hallway to the language lab. He burst in the door.
“Hi!”
“Hi, Eric,” came the voice from the computer. “Please sit down.”
Then Becca stepped into the hallway and shut the door behind her. The voices cut out. She wrapped her arms around Wes’s neck and kissed him.
“You did good,” she said.
“I hope you’re right.”
“I am. Now, I’m going upstairs to lie down in the guest bedroom. You can come up with me, if you’d like.”
“Are you feeling sick?”
“Actually, I may or may not have just felt a contraction.”
He stared. “But you’re only thirty-seven weeks.”
“Wes,” she said, “haven’t you figured it out yet? Life doesn’t operate on a schedule.”
And with that, she rounded the corner and her footsteps trudged up the stairs. Wes ran after her.
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Prologue
The trouble began when Arnold Foster’s Saint Bernard decided that Harley Willits' front yard was the perfect place to do his morning business. Harley had tried everything to keep the trespassing canine off of his lawn; he had yelled at the dog to scare it away, thrown a rock at it, even shot the dog in the rear end with a BB gun on occasion, all of it with no success. Every morning when Harley stepped out onto his front porch to enjoy a cup of coffee as he watched the squirrels scampering in the limbs of the huge old Ponderosa pine that sheltered his property, he was greeted with the disgusting sight of a steaming pile of dog crap.
When Harley complained to his neighbor, Arnold had simply shrugged his shoulders and said “Don’t get so worked up. It’s biodegradable. It’ll wash away the first time it rains.”
Of course, even in Arizona’s high country along the Mogollon Rim, there were a lot more days with sunshine than with rain, and Harley was further angered by Arnold’s reaction to his complaints about the dog’s bad manners.
On any other day, Harley may well have just grumbled and cleaned up the mess, but not that Saturday morning. He had been up most of the night before with a toothache, and as she was pouring their morning coffee, he and Sylvia had another argument when she began to nag him yet again to go see Dr. Vega and get the darned tooth pulled.
Harley hated dentists, and especially hated Dr. Vega, who was both a Mexican and had chided him on his one and only visit because he had not brushed his teeth after lunch. Harley was a busy man and he didn't have time to carry a toothbrush with him and stop for such oral maintenance after every meal. And besides, who needed to be lectured by some foreigner half his age just because he had a diploma hanging on the wall?
So when Harley stepped out onto his porch and saw the dog, whose name was Freckles, squatting next to his rose bush, it was the last straw. “Get out of here,” Harley shouted, but Freckles ignored him and finished his business, then sniffed at a tree trunk before wandering back home.
Harley went to his shed, got a shovel, scooped up the offending mess and stalked across the yard to his neighbor’s house. He walked up to Arnold’s brand new, three day old white Chevrolet pickup and emptied the shovel right on top of the hood.
“What are you doing? Are you crazy?” shouted Arnold as he burst out through his front door.
“Don’t get so worked up,” Harley told him, repeating his own words to him. “It’s biodegradable. It’ll wash away the first time it rains.”
 



Chapter 1
Sheriff Jim Weber pulled his personal vehicle, a customized 1958 Chevrolet pickup truck, up to the rear of the building and looked around carefully before he got out. Seeing no one, he quickly walked the few steps to the back door and knocked. When the woman opened it, he glanced around one more time before stepping inside, pulling the door closed behind him.
“Really Jimmy, there’s no need for all this secretiveness,” the woman said, “nobody knows you're here, so just relax.”
“I’m trying,” Weber told her. “I just can't. It just doesn't feel right to me.”
“Jimmy, Jimmy, Jimmy. What am I going to do with you? It's okay, this is our little secret. And besides, it’s nobody's business anyway.”
“I know,” Weber said, “but I just can't get past the idea of...”
The woman laid a hand on his arm and said, “You have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of, Jimmy. You're not the first man, or woman, who's come to me this way.” With her hand still on his arm, she guided him into the next room and said, “Why don’t you make yourself comfortable? Would you like a cup of coffee, or maybe tea?”
“No thanks,” Weber replied. “I really just want to get this over with.”
The woman gave him a mock pouty look and said, “Gee, you make a girl feel so cheap! I’m not into quickies, Jimmy.”
“That's not what I meant,” Weber told her. “I just feel… I don't know how to say it….”
The woman looked at him and shook her head with a sad smile and asked, “Dirty? Ashamed? Afraid someone's going to find out our little secret? You know, Jimmy, you are such a sweet man. But your head is so screwed up inside.” She placed a hand on his chest and gently eased him down and said, “That's okay, that's what I'm here for. Let's get started.”
Weber was always unsure of himself and hesitant to take the next step, unsure how to get started. Molly knew this and gave him a moment or two, and when she saw he was still wrestling with himself, she took the initiative by asking him, “Are you sleeping?”
Weber shrugged his shoulders and said, “I sleep. I just don't sleep well.”
“How about the nightmares?”
“They're still there,” he told her.
“The same ones?”
“I had a new one last night,” Weber said. “I was walking down the sidewalk and I felt someone touch my shoulder. I turned around and it was Steve Rafferty. He had this look on his face, kind of a smirk, and he asked me how long it was going to be before I ate the gun.”
“Then what happened?”
“Nothing. I woke up.”
“And?” Molly asked.
“And what?”
“Let's not beat around the bush, Jimmy. Are you thinking about hurting yourself?”
“No, I'm not,” Weber assured her. “That's one thing I can promise you. I may be screwed up six ways to Sunday, but I am not suicidal.”
“That's good to know,” Molly said. “That would really piss me off, you know.”
“Don't worry,” Weber told her. “I'm depressed. I can't sleep. I'm still having nightmares. But I'm not going to check out on you.”
“That's good to know,” Molly told him. “It’s a small town, and having my patients off themselves isn't good for my reputation. Besides, I need the business.”
“Thanks a bunch,” Weber told her. “Here I thought you cared about me, and it's just your damn practice.”
They both chuckled comfortably and then Molly asked, “Really Jimmy. How are you?”
“Well, I’m seeing a shrink. What does that tell you?”
“It tells me you have a problem, and that you are doing something positive about it.”
“There are those who might say I’m nuts.”
“There were those who said Columbus was going to sail off the edge of the world, too.”
“I know a bunch of Indians who wish he would have,” Weber said.
Molly smiled, then told him, “I don’t think you’re a man who gives a rat’s ass what other people think of him anyway, Jimmy.”
Weber ran his hands through his dark hair and then massaged the back of his neck. He was silent for a moment, then asked, “When does it go away, Molly?”
“It never goes away, Jimmy. You know that. We can’t erase the past, but we we can give you the tools to better cope with the experiences you’ve gone through.”
“Yeah, about those tools. I’m not sure they’re working all that well.”
Molly slid into the rocking chair she favored when meeting with her patients and said, “Well, let’s see, are you drinking?”
“A beer now and then. No booze. I know I can’t handle the hard stuff. I limit myself to two beers, no more.”
“Have you been drunk?”
“No.”
“And Robyn’s back?”
“Yeah. She graduated from the academy and is now a full-fledged deputy.”
“And how’s your relationship with her, Jimmy?”
“It’s complicated. We’re both cautiously optimistic, I’d say.”
“Are you sleeping together?”
“No, not since the night before she left for the academy.”
“So let’s recap. Your sister murdered two people and was responsible for the murder of a third; you broke the case and she’s sitting in prison. The day she pled guilty to avoid a trial and the death penalty, you went on a binge that lasted what… a month? Six weeks? But you’re clean and sober now, except for an occasional beer.
“You had a fling with a woman you care deeply for; you screwed it up with your drinking, and you’ve since owned that and now the two of you seem to be working on rebuilding your relationship.
“Three months ago you shot a young man to death. That shooting was ruled justifiable. You’re suffering from post traumatic stress syndrome and dealing with a lot of guilt. But you’re not drinking? You’re not suicidal?”
“No. I’m coping the best I can.”
“Well, Jimmy,” Molly said. “You’re not drinking. You’re not suicidal. You’re moving forward with your relationship with Robyn. I don’t know, I’m just a humble psychologist with a PhD from a major university, but it seems to me like those tools just might be working after all!”
“I hate it when you’re right. Did I ever tell you that, Molly?”
She laughed and settled back into her chair and picked up a shawl she was knitting. The needles clicked as she rocked and studied the man sitting across from her. At 5’10” and 170 pounds, Jim Weber was a good looking man, though handsome might be a stretch in describing him. His nose had been broken twice and was slightly off center, and a lifetime of working out of doors had left tiny crow’s feet around his eyes. But even though he was dealing with a good deal of stress and tragedy in his life, the man’s natural good humor showed through in his brown eyes.
“Have you been back inside the house yet?”
Weber shook his head. “I’m not ready for that yet. Is that bad?”
“There’s no timetable, Jimmy. There is no good or bad. There is just what’s right or wrong for you, when you’re ready for it.”
“For the first three months I went out of my way to avoid even driving by the place. I’d feel sick every time I got within a mile of it. I’m past that, and after we talked last week, I finally pulled into the driveway and just sat there. I couldn’t get out and walk around, but that’s a start. Right?”
“It’s a good start. Like I said, there is no schedule.”
“It doesn’t make sense,” Weber said. “It’s just a house. An empty house. Why am I afraid of being there?”
“Maybe the empty house symbolizes the emptiness you feel in your life with all that has happened?” Molly suggested. “You and Debbie grew up in that house and she and Mike lived there until she convinced Phil Johnson to kill Mike and help her rob the armored car. So maybe it’s become the symbol of all that you’ve lost?”
Weber didn’t say anything, so she asked, “Have you been out to the Rafferty place?”
“Yeah, a couple of times.”
“And?”
“And nothing. It’s just a place. A deserted farm.”
“No flashbacks of you shooting Steve Rafferty while you were there? No ghosts calling your name?”
“No. Nothing. Just an abandoned farm.”
“That’s good,” Molly told him. “At least we’ve established that you’re not afraid of all empty houses. You just have an issue with one empty house in particular.”
“Damn, that PhD really comes in handy, doesn’t it Molly?”
She smiled, then asked, “So what’s your game plan for this week, Jimmy?”
“I don’t know,” Weber said, shrugging his shoulders. “Do I always have to have a game plan? Can’t I just roll with the flow and take it as it comes?”
“You tell me, Jimmy. Can
you just go with the flow and take it as it comes? If you can, why are you here?”
“I hate it when you’re right,” Weber repeated.
“Well, get used to it my friend,” Molly said, setting her knitting aside. “So what’s your plan?”
“I think I should go back to the house. See if I can do that without breaking into a sweat. Who knows? Maybe I can even get up on the porch one of these days.”
“That would be a good thing,” Molly said, standing up. “I’d like to see that, Jimmy.”
He stood up too, then reached behind his right hip and adjusted the semi-automatic pistol that rode in a Don Hume inside-the-pants holster under his shirt.
“How’s the new gun working out for you, Jimmy?”
“It’s a good weapon. I like it.”
“Where’s the other one?”
“In pieces at the bottom of Big Lake.”
“So you really did it?”
“Yeah. Is that crazy?”
“Is it crazy to cut up a perfectly good, very expensive pistol and drop it into a lake? Well, I know some of your gun nut pals would say yes. But is it crazy to destroy something that haunts you and dispose of it as you seek closure? As your shrink, my question would be, did it help?”
“I know the gun was only a tool,” Weber said. “The gun didn’t kill Steve Rafferty, I killed him. And I know I had no choice, I had to do it. But every time I looked at it, I wanted to throw up. I don’t know, out of sight, out of mind?”
“Let me ask you this. If, heaven forbid, you had to pull out that pistol you have in your belt and use it against another human being today, could you, Jimmy?”
Weber looked up at the ceiling for a long time, and when he lowered his eyes to Molly’s face, he said, “I’ve asked myself that a thousand times. To be honest with you, I have no idea. And as a cop, that worries me.”
Molly patted his arm, then said, “As a citizen and as your friend, it worries me too, Jimmy.”
“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t happen,” Weber told her, just as his cell phone started ringing with the special tone he had set up for emergency calls from his office. He pulled it out and pressed the Send button, then said, “It’s Jimmy.”
“Sheriff, I know it’s your day off, but we really need you out on Rawhide Trail,” said Kate Copley, his newest dispatcher, “Harley Willits just caved Arnold Foster’s head in with a shovel, and now he’s barricaded himself inside his house with a shotgun!”
 



Chapter 2
The powerful Corvette motor that Weber had installed in the restored pickup ate up the 25 miles between Molly’s office in Springerville and the little mountain town of Big Lake. The truck’s stiff suspension handled the curves with ease as he climbed in elevation from 7,000 feet to over 9,000 feet in elevation. A time or two the sheriff came upon slow moving vehicles, and when he did, he activated the flashing red and blue lights he had installed inside the truck’s grill and turned on the siren as he passed. One driver, behind the wheel of a small Winnebago motorhome, stared open-mouthed as the antique truck roared past him with its siren screaming.
Approaching Big Lake from the east, Weber stayed on the main highway instead of taking the business loop through town. He turned left onto Quail Run Road, a narrow secondary road that took him past a couple of small campgrounds and a scattering of summer homes where people from Tucson and Phoenix came to escape the blistering desert heat.
A mile later he came to a small neighborhood of older homes and turned right onto Rawhide Trail. The road was blocked by a white police car with the Big Lake Sheriff’s gold decals on the doors. Weber left his truck on the side of the road and walked over to the large, unkempt deputy standing next to the car eating a candy bar.
“What’s happening, Archer?”
Chewing with his mouth open, Archer Wingate said, “Not much, Jimmy. Chad told me to park here and not let anybody past.”
Weber took a step backward to be out of range of the bits of chocolate and caramel Archer expelled as he talked, and asked, “Have there been any shot’s fired?”
“Not here, Jimmy. I haven’t touched my gun.”
“I didn’t mean here, Archer. Have there been any shots fired up the street?”
“Oh, yeah. A couple, I guess.”
Long experience with his dense deputy had taught Weber that getting irritated with Archer was a waste of time and energy, so he stepped past him and started toward the cluster of emergency vehicles a block up the street.
“Ahh…., Jimmy?”
Weber stopped and turned back to Archer, who was just putting the last of the candy bar into his mouth. “What, Archer?”
“Ahhh… I don’t think you’re supposed to go up there. Chad told me not to let anybody past me.”
“I don’t think he meant me, Archer. I think he meant any civilians.”
“I don’t know,” Archer said, as he swallowed the last of his candy bar. “Chad was pretty specific. He said anybody.”
“You do know that I’m the sheriff, right, Archer? That I’m your boss and Chad’s boss too.”
“Uh huh.”
“So I think it will be okay.”
“Maybe I should call Chad first? Just to be sure, okay? That’s official business, right? ’Cause remember last month, when I got in trouble for using the radio to ask Judy if there was any toilet paper in the bathroom, ’cause we was out? You told me that the radios was for official business only, and I said toilet paper for the office was for official use, and then you told me it wasn’t, and to never use the radio again unless it was for real official business, and then….”
Archer was still trying to figure out what was and what wasn’t official business when Weber left him and walked up the block to where Deputies Chad Summers and Dolan Reed stood behind Chad’s Crown Victoria.
Chad nodded and said, “Sorry to drag you out here on your day off, Jimmy. But we can’t get that stubborn old coot to talk to us or come out.”
“Bring me up to date,” Weber said.
“Apparently Harley and Arnold got into a fight over Arnold’s dog crapping on Harley’s lawn. I don’t know all the details, but it ended up with Harley hitting Arnold upside the head with a shovel. Then he went inside his house and won’t come out. When we got here, he stuck his shotgun out the window and popped a couple of rounds off into the air and told us to stay away.”
“Anybody hit?” Weber asked.
“Naaa... it was just birdshot and he wasn’t aiming at us. He wasn’t trying to hurt anybody, he was just making a statement.”
“What about Arnold? Where’s he?”
Chad nodded his head up the block toward an ambulance that sat with its back doors open. “It looked a lot worse than it was. Harley cut his ear when he hit him and you know they bleed like hell. When his wife saw him, she thought he was dead. When she called 911 she sure made it sound that way. But he walked up to the ambulance under his own power.”
“Is there anybody in the house with Harley?”
“Sylvia’s in there, I could hear them arguing. But that’s nothing new, I’ve seen them fuss and fight in church.”
“Okay, let me go check on Arnold. Who else do we have here?”
“Tommy’s around back and Wyatt Earp is running around here somewhere in his cammies with his rifle.”
“I’m more scared of him than I am of Harley,” Dolan Reed said.
Wyatt Earp was one of two new deputies added to the Big Lake Sheriff’s Office, thanks to government grant money. The other new deputy was Robyn Fuchette, who had worked as a dispatcher for two years and was Weber’s on again, off again lover. The new man’s name was actually Wyatt Trask, but his gung ho attitude and eagerness to prove how macho he was had quickly earned him the nickname of the legendary Old West lawman.
Wyatt had come highly recommended from police chief in the small town down in southern Arizona where he had last worked. But Weber had a growing suspicion that the reference was based more upon an eagerness to find a problem child a new home rather than true merit. Weber had rushed to fill the open deputy slot while his head was still reeling from the shooting of Steve Rafferty. He had a bad feeling that he was going to regret hiring Wyatt.
***
Rusty Heinz looked up from his patient and nodded at the sheriff as Weber climbed into the back of the ambulance.
“How’s he doing?”
Before the paramedic could answer, Arnold Foster pulled the thick gauze pad he was holding to the side of his face away and shouted, “How am I doing? You take a look and tell me how I’m doing, Sheriff. That crazy old bastard almost killed me!”
Weber agreed that it looked bad, but was pretty sure his injuries weren’t nearly as life threatening as Arnold thought they were. One side of his face was covered in blood, which still oozed from his torn ear, but otherwise the man looked okay.
“Vitals are okay,” Rusty told Weber. “He’ll need a couple of stitches and I imagine Doc Johnson will want an x-ray of his head just to be sure there’s no concussion or anything. But that’s it.”
“So what started all of this?” Weber asked.
“What started it? What started it? I’ll tell you what started it! That lunatic dumped a pile of dog shit on my brand new truck, that’s what started it! And then he attacked me with a shovel! He needs to be locked up before he kills somebody.”
“Somebody said he was mad about your dog crapping in his front yard. What’s that all about?” Weber asked.
“Hey, dogs do what dogs do,” Arnold said. “Christ! Like I told that idiot, it’s biodegradable!”
“Okay, now did you hit Harley first or threaten him in any way before he hit you?”
“No! All I did was ask him what the hell he was doing vandalizing my truck and he just went wild!”
“Aren’t you guys kinfolk?” Weber asked.
“I’m not related to that idiot in any way,” Arnold declared. “And I wouldn’t want to be!”
“I thought your wife and his were sisters.”
“That doesn’t make us related. Not blood, anyway.”
“Okay, you wait here,” Weber said as he climbed back out of the ambulance. Rusty went with Weber and said, “He wants me to transport him, but I thought I’d better wait and see if anybody else needs help.”
“Harley’s a mean old cuss,” Weber said, “but I don’t think he’ll actually hurt anybody. But you’d better stick around, just in case. Who knows, Archer might choke on a marshmallow or something.”
***
As Weber walked back toward his waiting deputies, he was startled when a camouflaged figure rose up from the bushes at the side of the road and saluted.
“I’ve got a clear shot at the target,” said Wyatt Earp. “Just give me the green light, boss.”
“Damn, Wyatt! Don’t do that! I thought you were one of these magical trees come to life from the Wizard of Oz. You about gave me a heart attack.”
“Just taking care of business, Sheriff. Like I said, I’m ready any time you give me the green light.”
Weber looked at the deputy, his face and hands covered with camo paint, and he knew it was only going to be a matter of time before something bad happened. He made himself a mental note to deal with Wyatt as soon as possible.
“Nobody’s giving anybody a green light. And nobody’s getting shot out here today. Have you got that, Wyatt? All we’ve got here is a cranky old fart involved in an ongoing family squabble that just got a little out of hand. I’ll get him calmed down and we’ll all go home in one piece, okay?”
“Well just in case, I’ve got a clear field of fire and I’m ready,” the deputy said, patting the scoped AR-15 rifle he held at port arms.
Before Weber could reply, Dolan Reed called out, “Jimmy, we’ve got movement. Somebody’s coming out.”
“Stay here! And for God’s sake, don’t shoot anybody,” Weber ordered as he trotted back to where Dolan and Chad waited. Behind him, Wyatt Earp settled back into the bushes.
***
Sylvia Willits was arguing over her shoulder at her husband as she walked out the front door and down off the porch toward her minivan that was parked in the driveway.
“But you can’t go to bingo today,” Weber heard Harley yelling from inside the house. “Are you blind? Can’t you see we’ve got a situation here, woman?”
“No, you’ve got a situation,” Sylvia shouted back. “You know that Margaret and I go to bingo every Tuesday afternoon. You could have had your situation any day of the week, but you chose Tuesday. Now, whose fault is that, Harley? You tell me.”
Sylvia was a large, round woman who favored colorful stretch pants and print tops, and today’s ensemble consisted of hot pink pants and a red, white, and yellow striped blouse. As her husband continued to cajole her from the house, she climbed inside her Toyota minivan and shifted her considerable bulk around to get settled behind the wheel.
As she did, her sister Margaret, who was two years younger and thirty pounds heavier, waddled across the yard and laboriously crawled into the passenger side.
Weber was waiting at the end of the driveway and stopped Sylvia as she backed out. She looked at him with irritation and lowered her window.
“What is it, Jimmy?”
“What’s going on inside the house, Sylvia?”
“What do you think? Harley has finally gone off his rocker. I’ve been telling him for over a month to get that damned tooth fixed, but you know how stubborn he is. Now I think the infection has spread to his brain.”
“Is there anyone else inside with him?”
“Of course not, Jimmy. Who else would put up with him but me? And what does that say about me anyway? I must be even crazier than he is!”
Margaret looked at her watch and interrupted to tell Sylvia, “If we go right now, we can still drive through the Dairy Queen on the way, but we’re running out of time.”
Apparently her husband’s injuries and an armed standoff in the neighborhood took a backseat to bingo and Dilly Bars.
“If Harley doesn’t come out peacefully, I’m going to have to go in after him,” Weber said.
“Suit yourself. But don’t you go messing up my house, Jimmy! It hard enough picking up after Harley. Now get out of the way or I’ll miss bingo.”
And with that she pushed the button to power the window back up and backed out into the street, driving past the police cars that filled Rawhide Trail. Weber looked back toward Chad and Dolan, then toward the Willits’ house. He shrugged and walked up the driveway to the house.
“Don’t you come a step closer,” Harley warned from behind the screen door when Weber reached the bottom of the three wooden steps that led up to the porch. “I’m warning you, Jimmy! I’ve had it!”
Weber stopped and held his hands out to his sides. “You’re not gonna shoot me, are you Harley?”
“I sure don’t want to,” Harley said. “I just might shoot that damned dog of Arnold’s, but nobody else.”
“Well, that’s good, Harley, because I really don’t feel like getting shot this afternoon. Can I come up there and get out of the sun?”
“You’re not going to do anything tricky are you, Jimmy? Pull out a hidden gun or something like that?”
“No, Harley. You know I wouldn’t do that. I’ve got my gun on me. Do you want me to set it down here on the steps?”
“Yeah. That’s probably best,” Harley said.
Moving slowly, Weber pulled his Colt .45 out of its holster and set it carefully down on the bottom step and asked, “Can I come up there now?”
Harley nodded, and Weber climbed the stairs and sat down in the wooden porch swing. “You got any iced tea or lemonade in there, Harley?”
“Yeah, there’s some lemonade, but Sylvia made it so it ain’t worth drinking. Tastes like cat piss. You still want some?”
“I’ll pass,” Weber said. “But how about you put that damned scattergun down? You’re making me nervous.”
“I told you I wasn’t going to shoot you, Jimmy. Christ, do ya’ think I’ve gone nuts?”
“I don’t know, Harley, you tell me. First you whack Arnold upside of his head with a shovel, and then you shoot at my deputies. That doesn’t sound too sane to me. And Sylvia thinks you’ve flipped your lid.”
“Sylvia don’t know crazy from strawberries,” Harley declared. “Living with that woman would make any man crazy though. And I didn’t shoot at your deputies! I was aiming up in the air and using number nine shot. Wouldn’t have ruffled the hairs on a squirrel’s ass.”
“Still, I’d feel a lot better if you’d put the gun down.”
“Okay, but I’m telling you right now, Jimmy, I’ve had it with Arnold and that damned dog of his! You going to run me in now?”
“Well, I kind of have to,” Weber told him. “But I’ll get you in to see Judge Ryman this afternoon and you should be able to make bond and be back home by suppertime.”
“Ah shit, Sheriff, can’t ya’ keep me until past feeding time? Tuesday’s bingo day and that means Sylvia will thaw out one of those damn tuna casseroles of hers and throw it in the microwave. I’d rather eat library paste and sawdust. It’d sure taste better.”
***
As Weber led Harley across the yard to Chad’s car, Wyatt Earp emerged from the bushes that edged the yard, his assault rifle held at port arms. Harley looked at the apparition that had appeared beside them, noting the camouflage face paint and the branches stuck into the netting around Wyatt’s Kevlar combat helmet, and the old man wasn’t impressed.
“What the hell’s this, Jimmy? Kind of looks like GI Joe and Johnny Appleseed had a kid together!”
Weber tried to hide his grin as he opened the back door of the car and helped Harley slide inside, but it was difficult to do with Chad and Dolan laughing so hard in the background. For his part, Wyatt didn’t seem to realize that he was the object of ridicule, and only slung his rifle over his shoulder as Weber closed the car’s door, with Harley inside.
 



Chapter 3
As he followed Chad’s car down the hill into town, past more summer cabins and two bed and breakfasts that had opened in the last year, Weber was once again reminded of how much the little town of Big Lake had changed in the last few years.
Hidden in the deep Ponderosa pine forest of the Mogollon Rim, a massive shelf of mountain country that stretches nearly 200 miles from Prescott in the central part of the state east into New Mexico, for nearly 100 years Big Lake sat undiscovered on the shore of the 450 surface acre lake from which it took its name. Most of the visitors who stumbled that far off the beaten path were fishermen in pursuit of the lake’s bountiful supply of rainbow and brown trout.
But sometime in the mid-1980s, developers began to take notice and life changed forever. Summer cabins, many of them larger and more elaborate than the homes of the year-round residents, began appearing on the mountainsides above the town. First one or two, and then by the dozens. Where once Big Lake’s few restaurants and stores served a handful of anglers on summer weekends, now they were busy all season long. While the town’s business owners were grateful for the added revenue the new summer residents brought with them, many of the local people complained about the crowds and looked forward to the slower pace of life once the season ended.
However, that respite was short-lived. A few years later those same developers bulldozed a wide swath down the slope of Cat Mountain, which towered over Main Street, and built ski runs and a huge, rustic, three story log lodge. Many of the affluent people who came for a ski weekend or a summer away from the big city, liked what they saw. So instead of summer cabins, they built more elaborate retreats and homes suited for year-round living, but only used during the summer and for long ski weekends. Big Lake’s year-round tourist industry was born and the old-timers grumbled even louder about the traffic, the rude flatlanders, and the loss of their quiet way of life.
What wasn’t mentioned often was that before tourism became the town’s major industry, most people in the town made a living by working low paying, often dangerous jobs with logging outfits or the few ranching operations that had managed to hang on in the face of ever more restrictive government regulations and shrinking profits. Welfare and foods stamps were a very real part of life for many, facts that were often overlooked by those who complained the loudest about the changes.
Something else that wasn’t mentioned often was that many of those who longed for the “good old days” were also quietly fattening their bank accounts with money earned from selling off parcels of land for summer homes, or from new businesses opened to meet the demands of the newcomers. As the building boom continued, property values increased and some people became wealthy. Many of the working class and young families were discovering that they could no longer afford to buy a home, and even rentals could be out of their reach.
While growth meant new job opportunities, the locals soon discovered that most of those jobs paid only minimum wage and that they were still barely making ends meet, forced to hold down two jobs if they could find them, and were still living at an economic level far below the newcomers. It wasn’t surprising that many of them resented it.
The changes brought new challenges to the Big Lake Sheriff’s Office. Crime was on the rise. Where once the biggest problems were drunken loggers and cowboys fighting at the Antler Inn, or occasional domestic violence calls, now Weber and his deputies were finding that drugs were an issue. Calls now ranged from theft and vandalism of the vacant summer homes, to violent crimes fueled by illegal drugs. The sheriff’s own sister was responsible for a triple murder case the winter before and during the early spring, three more people had died violent deaths, including a gay Apache Indian who had been lynched, a summer visitor murdered by his stepson, and Steve Rafferty, a violent young man that Weber himself had shot to death when he tried to escape after wounding Deputy Buz Carelton.
Weber pulled into the parking lot of the Sheriff’s Office and followed Chad and his prisoner inside. While Chad was booking Harley, Weber sat down at his desk and started sorting through the stack of pink telephone message slips that Mary Caitlin had left for him. He threw away three from Chet Wingate, Big Lake’s mayor and Weber’s personal nemesis, as soon as he saw who they were from. Those were followed by one from Phil McCree, who was concerned that electromagnetic fields from an overhead power line were causing his dogs to howl all night long, and another from an equipment salesman who wanted to tell him why the Sheriff’s Office needed to invest in new high tech night-vision binoculars. He was reaching for the telephone to call Gregory Page from the Forest Service office in Pinetop when Dolan Reed knocked on his open office door and asked, “Got a minute, Jimmy?”
Weber waved him in, and Dolan closed the door behind him and sat down in the chair next to the sheriff’s desk.
“We’ve got a problem.”
“We’ve got a lot of problems, Dolan. Which one do you want to talk about?”
“Wyatt Earp. The man’s an accident looking for a place to happen.”
“More like a stick of dynamite waiting to explode,” Weber said.
“He doesn’t fit in here, Jimmy. Not with this town and not with this department. He’s going to be trouble.”
“I know,” Weber agreed. “It was a mistake to hire him and it’s on me. My head wasn’t screwed on straight.”
“Who can blame you, Jimmy? It’s been a rough year.”
There was another knock on the door and Weber called for whomever it was to come in. Chad closed the door behind him and took a seat beside Dolan.
“You get Harley booked?” Weber asked him, and Chad nodded.
“Yeah, he’s fine. It’s not the first time him and Arnold have butted heads. And it won’t be the last.”
“But it’s the first time things got this physical or that a gun was used.”
“The judge and Bob Bennett can sort all that out,” Chad said. “We’ve got a bigger problem.”
“We were just talking about that,” Dolan told him, nodding.
“I don’t trust that idiot,” Chad said. “He’s just looking for somebody to gun down. You should have seen him out there today, Jimmy. He was running around waving that rifle of his, talking about making a tactical entry and fields of fire and all kinds of SWAT bullshit. All for something you or I could have handled by just talking to Harley. Something that you did settle just by talking to him!”
“Yeah, but we all know what could happen on a call like that,” Weber said, then raised his hand to cut off the protests both deputies started to make. “Guys, I don’t disagree with you and I’m not defending Wyatt. I’m just saying that not every call we get is going to be a Harley type of thing.”
“I’d rather deal with a thousand Harleys a week than to work with that guy one more shift,” Dolan said, and Chad nodded agreement.
Weber respected the opinion of his two deputies, both of whom had been with the organization longer than he had. He picked up his telephone and pushed a button and then said, “Mary, find Wyatt Earp and get him in here, will you?”
Looking back at the other men, Weber said, “You guys did good out there today. Thanks for keeping things under control until I got there.”
“You okay, Jimmy?” Chad asked. “I mean with the shots fired and all?”
It was the first time Weber had been in any kind of potentially violent situation since the Rafferty shooting and he appreciated his friend’s concern.
“I’m good, Chad. Thanks. To tell you the truth, I was just like you guys. More afraid of Wyatt Earp than I was of old Harley.”
Mary Caitlin, Weber’s administrative assistant, knocked and then stuck her head in the door, “Wyatt’s on his way in. He said five to ten.”
“Thanks, Mary,” Weber told her, then nodded his head toward the door and told his deputies, “You guys get back to work. I’ll handle this.”
***
Six minutes later, Wyatt Trask presented himself in front of the sheriff, came to attention and saluted. “You wanted to see me, boss?”
“Don’t salute me, Wyatt. This isn’t the army.”
“Marines, sir.”
“Marines?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Marines what, Wyatt?”
“I was a Marine, sir. And once a Marine, always a Marine. Oorah!”
“Yeah, well, this isn’t the Marines either, okay? It’s a small town sheriff’s office. We don’t need to salute, we don’t need to be running around in camouflage clothes and face paint, and we don’t need anyone playing hero, okay? This situation today out on Rawhide Trail, you upset your fellow deputies and you could have turned what was just a grouchy old man getting a little crazy into a tragedy.”
“With all due respect, Sheriff, I believe I followed proper procedure. When I arrived, it was obvious that the deputies on the scene were in over their heads. I tried to implement a plan of action, but they didn’t seem to take the situation seriously. So I went to Plan B, which was to establish a position to deal with the armed subject if necessary.”
“Wyatt, Harley Willits is a fruitcake, alright? And him and Arnold have been feuding for at least thirty years. Last year he got mad because Arnold was burning pine needles and the smoke was coming in his windows and set off his smoke alarm. So he took his garden hose, put out the fire, and hosed Arnold down at the same time. At Christmas, Arnold called us because he said the lights on Harley’s house were so bright that they kept him awake all night long and Harley wouldn’t turn them off at bedtime. It never ends with those two.”
“Yes, sir. But that’s a lot different than an armed barricade situation.”
Weber couldn’t disagree, but he tried to search for a way to convince his gung ho deputy that things in Big Lake could usually be handled without the use of firepower. The problem was, that given the events that had happened in the once quiet little town in the last year, the sheriff himself wasn’t totally convinced of his own position.
“Look Wyatt, this is a small department, and we all need to work together. Deputies Summers and Reed may not seem to be as uh… aggressive as officers you have worked with other places, but they are good men. I’ve worked with them for a long time, and I’d trust either of them with my life. You may be an experienced officer, but you’re still the new guy around here. So just try to fit in, okay? No more cammies, no more face paint, and keep that rifle in your vehicle, will you?”
Wyatt saluted again and said, “Yes, sir.”
“Okay, are you on duty now?
“Always on duty, sir, 24/7.”
Weber could feel a pain start just above his eyes, and while he knew he probably had not accomplished much in his conversation with Wyatt, he wasn’t in a mood to continue.
“Yeah, well, just ratchet it down a notch or two, will you, Wyatt?”
“Yes, sir,” Wyatt said, saluting a third time.
Weber waved him off, “Okay, go on back to work or whatever you were doing.”
The deputy saluted once again, said “Oorah” a final time, and left the office.
Mary Caitlin came in after Wyatt left, just as Weber was sticking a cigar in his mouth. “Uh uh, no you don’t, Jimmy. I swear, if you light that stinky thing in here, I’m going to pull the fire alarm.”
“Jeez, Mary, give a man a break, will you? I can’t drink, I don’t chase women, and it’s my day off. I need this cigar.”
“What you need is to get out of this office and go fishing. Like you said, it’s your day off,” Mary told him. “Now make yourself scarce, or else I’ve got a whole lot of paperwork for you to go through. Which did you want to start with? The acquisition requests, patrol reports, or the health insurance forms?”
Weber glared at the older woman, who was the wife of his predecessor in the Sheriff’s Office, and had been almost a surrogate mother to him and his younger sister after their parents were killed in a traffic accident when Debbie was just twelve. Their relationship was based on mutual respect and affection and was usually expressed in good natured bantering, although Weber always claimed it was more nagging on Mary’s part.
“You are a hard taskmaster with a cold, cold heart, Mary Caitlin!”
“Yeah, and I’m not above grabbing a nightstick and busting your melon with it, you lunkhead. So get to work or get out of here! Which is it going to be?”
“I’m going,” Weber told her, raising his hands, palm up, in surrender.
“Good, and take your nasty cigar with you!”
Weber blew Mary a kiss as he went out the door, and she gave him the finger in reply.
 



Chapter 4
Weber was in his boat on Big Lake, casting a red and white Mepps spinner. He allowed it to sink deep, then began to retrieve it with a series of short jerks, followed by three or four cranks on the reel. Then he paused to allow the lure to sink a little and repeated the process. It was his tried and true method for luring the lake’s big trout from the depths, but this day he had been casting for over an hour with not one strike.
“One more time,” he said to himself. “Then I’m going to be reduced to drowning a night crawler.”
As if to save him from that ignoble fate, his rod tip suddenly dipped sharply and Weber jerked upward, setting the hook. He cranked the reel’s handle and was amazed at the weight he could feel on the other end. “Oh, it’s gonna be a big one!” he said. “Old Pete is going to be sorry he was too lazy to get out of bed this morning! Serves him right.”
The fish didn’t fight at all, which was a disappointment because the battle was the most enjoyable part of the whole process for Weber. “Maybe he’ll start to fight when he breaks the surface and sees me waiting for him,” he said. “Come on, big boy.”
Still there was no fight, and Weber was beginning to think he had snagged an old tire or a sunken log, and he was glad Pete Caitlin wasn’t there to witness that! He could just imagine the ribbing he’d get from the guys at breakfast the next day at the ButterCup Café.
A moment later the water parted at the side of his boat, and Weber’s heart stopped when he saw Steve Rafferty’s pale face floating up before him, the lure’s treble hook embedded deeply into his lower lip. When the young man opened his eyes, the sheriff’s scream split the morning’s silence, reaching all the way to Cat Mountain and echoing back across the water.
***
Weber bolted upright in bed, drenched in cold sweat, the scream caught in the back of his throat. His heart was pounding in his chest and it took him a moment or two to drive the terror back down inside. He looked at the digital clock on his nightstand. 4:12 a.m. He sat staring into the dark, then swung his legs over the side of the bed, knowing that sleep would not come back anytime soon and was just as glad it wouldn’t. For him, sleep was not always restful, or a refuge from the day’s hard work. Too often it was a descent into terror.
He walked into the kitchen, drew a glass of water, then stood at the sink and drank it. He went back into his bedroom, pulled on sweat pants and a T-shirt and dragged the blanket off the bed. Weber walked through the dark cabin and pulled the front door open.
Some small animal, maybe a raccoon or skunk, scampered off the porch at the sound of the door. Weber sat down in an old wooden rocking chair and pulled the blanket around his shoulders against the night’s chill. Somewhere off in the distance an owl hooted, and eventually the sounds of the night animals resumed.
Weber sat there a long time, trying to erase the dream from his mind. He really wanted a drink, and thought of the unopened bottle of whiskey in the back corner of a kitchen cabinet. He knew he would not touch it, knew he couldn’t allow himself to do so. He asked himself why he kept it, but the answer was just as elusive as a good night’s sleep. He wondered what Robyn was doing. He longed for the comfort of her lying warm and soft beside him, longed to spoon against her and hear her sigh in her sleep as he wrapped his arms around her. When he woke up, the sunlight was dappling through the trees and his back was stiff from sitting in the hard wooden chair.
***
Weber wasted most of the morning in a meeting with the school board to discuss the need for traffic control when classes started in two weeks. The winter before, two high school students had lost their lives in an accident near the campus, a loss that had deeply affected the closely knit community.
Installation of a traffic light in front of the school had been suggested, but progress was stalled until an environmental impact statement was finalized. Weber missed the good old days when you could see a problem and fix it without the need for focus groups and committees.
He had a headache from lack of sleep. As the meeting droned on, he had allowed his mind to wander when he realized somebody was calling his name. “Sheriff Weber? Are you still with us?”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Bigelow. Can you repeat the question?” He felt like a schoolboy again, caught daydreaming when the teacher called on him.
“Sheriff, you said that a lack of manpower made it difficult for you to have an officer in the area during school commute times and at lunch. We certainly understand that, we’re shorthanded, too. But what about Mr. Gilcrest’s suggestion about equipping crosswalk volunteers with safety vests and portable stop signs? Could your department help us with the cost of the equipment and some basic training? I think we can supply the volunteers.”
“We can do that,” Weber told her.
“I’ve got a concern with that,” said Ira Hartinger, an older man who had retired from a law firm in San Diego and moved to Big Lake three years earlier to enjoy a simpler lifestyle. In that time he had become involved with the school board, the Friends of the Library, the animal shelter, and half a dozen other community activities. From what Weber had seen of the man, his biggest contribution to all of these was to point out potential problems and liabilities and urge that no action be taken until a case study had been completed.
“What’s your concern this time, Ira?” asked Nan Bigelow, chairman of the school board.
“What happens if one of these volunteers is injured on the job? What’s our liability there? Or what if a child is injured by a car that doesn’t stop for one of them? Or if….”
“Oh, give me a break,” interrupted Rick Gilchrest irritably, “What happens if a meteor falls on one of them, Ira? Or they get hit by lighting. At every meeting you pull this and nothing ever gets accomplished.”
“It’s my job to look for liability,” Ira said. “You have to understand that each and every one of us on this Board could be personally liable if something were to…”
“If you’re worried about your personal liability, I’ve got an idea. Resign! Then maybe the rest of us can get something done.”
“I’ve got just as much right as anybody else on this Board to share my input,” Ira said.
“And here we go again,” Lorraine Metcalf said, throwing her hands in the air in frustration.
The meeting immediately descended into bickering, and Weber stood up and said, “I’ll leave you to debate this. Let me know what you decide.”
Nan Bigelow followed him out into the hallway, closing the door behind her. “Are you okay, Jimmy?” she asked, her face showing concern.
“Yeah, just a rough night. I guess I’m just not up to listening to old Ira prattle on and on.”
Nan was a stout woman with graying, curly hair and intelligent grey eyes that studied the sheriff with concern. As a young nurse in Vietnam, she had seen more carnage than most people could imagine in three lifetimes, and knew all too well the effects of post traumatic stress on a person.
“Are you still seeing Molly?”
“Yeah. It helps. But I’m not over it yet.”
Nan squeezed Weber’s arm and said, “Jimmy, it never goes away. You learn to deal with it, and you push it out of your daily consciousness. But it’s still there. It always will be. It’s all about how you cope with it.”
“You sound like Molly,” Weber told her. “I don’t know why you sent me all the way over to Springerville to see her, when all I need to do is talk to you.”
“Oh hell, Jimmy, you haven’t figured that out yet? I just referred you to Molly so you wouldn’t be around to give me a ticket when I run the stop sign at the end of my street every day.”
She turned her head at the sound of upraised voices coming from the meeting room. “I’d better get back in there before Ira and Rick come to blows.”
Weber nodded, and she squeezed his arm again before removing her hand. “One day at a time, my friend.”
“I know.”
“Call me if you need to talk, Jimmy. Anytime, day or night.”
He nodded again, and she turned away to go mediate the latest argument among the board members.
***
“Did you see them?” asked Susie Odell, the waitress at the Wagon Wheel Restaurant, as she set Weber’s plate down in front of him.
“See who, Susie?”
“The hippies.”
“What hippies?” Weber asked as he salted his hamburger and slapped away the hand of his best friend, FBI Special Agent Larry Parks, as he reached for a french fry.
“A whole bunch of ’em in an old school bus all painted with flowers and peace signs and such. They was at the Fast Stop this morning getting fuel. Must have been a dozen or more. Smelled like none of them had a bath in years.”
Weber shook his head and said, “First I’ve heard of them, Susie.”
As she moved away to refill someone’s coffee, Parks reached for another French fry and Weber stabbed at him with his fork. “Damn, Larry, get your own if you want some!”
“Can’t,” said the sandy-haired federal agent as he sneaked a fry out from under Weber’s guard. “Marsha’s on a diet, which apparently means I’m on a diet, too. She’s got me eating this rabbit food, says I need to keep in shape.”
“That woman’s got you henpecked already,” Weber said. “Why don’t you just accept it and marry her and get it over with?”
“Naaa, we’re just good friends,” Parks replied, as he reached for yet another french fry, then pulled his hand back when the sheriff menaced him with his fork.
“Uh huh, just good friends? Eat your salad and behave or I’ll tell her you’re cheating on your diet.”
Parks started to protest, when Weber’s handheld radio crackled to life. “Dispatch, to all units available.”
Weber keyed the transmit button on the side of the radio and said, “I’m at the Wagon Wheel. What do you need, Kate?”
“We have a report of shots fired at the Weston place on Zuni Lane. Mr. Weston said he shot an intruder.”
“I’m on my way,” Weber said, pushing his plate away with a longing look at his cheeseburger. “See Parks, I don’t need a diet. I never get a chance to eat a full meal anyway.”
Parks dropped his paper napkin over his untouched chicken Caesar salad, stuffed three french fries in his mouth, and followed him out the door.
 



Chapter 5
Zuni Lane was a meandering street that began at the post office and wound its way up the side of Alchesay Mountain for a mile before tapering off into a rough fire trail that continued to the Forest Service fire lookout tower atop the mountain. Unlike the newer summer cabins that had sprouted up all around Big Lake, Zuni Lane was lined with older, well-maintained homes occupied by longtime residents. Deputy Tommy Frost’s Sheriff’s office pickup turned the corner just ahead of Weber and Chad Summers was right behind as the three vehicles made their way uphill.
Carl and Abby Weston’s split-level house was located halfway up the mountain and was set back from the street. Tall pine trees sheltered the house and well groomed lawn, and a detached two car garage stood off to one side.
Abby Weston, a round little woman of 65, whose famous apple pies were in high demand at every church potluck dinner and the annual town picnic, was standing in the open doorway wringing her hands when the lawmen arrived.
“Abby, are you alright?” Weber asked her as he walked toward the house, his hand on his holstered pistol.
She nodded her head, tears welling up in her eyes.
“Where’s Carl?”
“He’s inside. I think he’s dead.”
“Carl’s dead, Abby?”
She shook her head and said, “No, this man..., I don’t know who he is. He broke in and Carl shot him. He had to do it, Sheriff!”
“Where are they?”
She looked back toward the house, then shuddered. “In there. In the living room.”
“Stay here with her, Parks,” Weber said, as he put a gentle hand on Abby’s shoulder and moved her out of the doorway. He drew his pistol and went inside, with Tommy and Chad close behind him.
Carl Weston looked like anybody’s favorite uncle, a husky, balding man with white hair, big bushy eyebrows, and a ruddy face that usually wore a friendly smile. When he and Abby weren’t off on their frequent extended trips, he spent his time fishing, often in the company of retired Sheriff Pete Caitlin.
But Carl was not smiling this day. His face was strained as he stood over a body lying facedown in front of the large stone fireplace. He held a semi-automatic pistol in his hand, aimed at the man on the floor, and seemed unaware that Weber and his deputies had entered the room.
“Carl?”
There was no response, the old man’s attention fixated on the body in front of him.
Weber held his .45 in two hands, aimed downward, and raised his voice, “Carl? Carl, look at me, Carl.”
Weber’s voice finally seemed to break through the fog that surrounded him. Carl turned his head toward the sheriff, but kept the gun trained on the man on the floor.
“Carl? It’s Jim Weber. I need you to put the gun down, okay Carl? Just set it there on the couch and step away.”
Carl looked back at the man on the floor, then at Weber again.
“He tried to hurt my Abby.”
“It’s okay, Carl. We’re here now. He can’t hurt anybody any more.”
Carl looked back at the silent form in front of him, then pushed up the safety and set the pistol on the comfortable looking blue couch beside him.
“Okay, Carl. That’s good. Now come over here.”
When Carl walked to him, Weber nodded his head at Chad, who knelt by the man on the floor and put his hand against his neck, then looked at the sheriff and shook his head.
Weber nodded, then said, “You guys clear the house, I’ll stay here with Carl.”
The sound of an approaching siren, and then the crunching of tires on gravel out front told him that the ambulance had arrived, but the sheriff knew there was nothing they could do for the victim.
***
Usually quiet, Zuni Lane was suddenly very busy as other deputies and ambulance attendants arrived at the crime scene. Using standard investigative procedures, Chad and Tommy interviewed Abby Weston while sitting at the picnic table in the back yard, while Dolan Reed talked to her husband in the kitchen.
Weber, Parks, and Buz Carelton examined the crime scene. When they rolled the body over, it was a man who looked to be about 40, with rough features, a shaved head, and crude tattoos on his arms. Two bullet holes, less than three inches apart, were centered on his chest. There were no exit wounds.
“Damn good shooting,” Buz Carelton observed. “I don’t see any powder burns on his shirt, so the gun was a few feet away.”
The man wore cheap, black cotton trousers and a light blue t-shirt. A large carving knife with an eight inch blade lay near him.
Parks, wearing latex gloves, removed the pistol’s magazine and released the safety, then pulled back the slide to eject the round in the chamber. Once the gun was safely unloaded, he handed it to Buz, who slipped it into an evidence bag. The magazine and ejected round went into another bag. Two empty cartridge cases lay on the floor to the right of the couch. Once they were photographed, both close up and from a distance, they were put into a third bag.
Wearing jeans and a long sleeved Big Lake Sheriff’s Department t-shirt, Robyn Fuchette arrived to help in the investigation. Weber left them to it and walked into the kitchen. Abby’s love of the culinary arts showed in the large, stainless steel, double door refrigerator/freezer, a stainless Wolf range with double ovens, and a large bookshelf filled with a library of cookbooks. A butcher-block island counter held an assortment of cooking utensils whose purposes eluded the sheriff.
Carl Weston still seemed in a fog when Weber sat down at the table, but he turned to Weber and said,“I didn’t want to do it, Sheriff. But he tried to take Abby.”
“Okay, Carl. Let’s start at the beginning, alright? Do you know who he is?”
Carl shook his head. “I’ve never seen him before. We were still in bed this morning when we heard a noise in the living room. I got up and went to see what it was and he was waiting for me. He was hiding around the corner and the next thing I knew he was behind me, with the knife against my throat.”
As he spoke, Carl seemed to become a little more animated.
“He forced me back to the bedroom and told us to get dressed. His eyes were all over Abby, the filthy… She tried to turn her back as she got dressed but he made her face him all the while.”
“Then what happened?” Weber asked.
“He took us into the kitchen and made her cook him breakfast. All the while he stood there next to her, with that knife right at her neck. He made me lay facedown on the floor where he could keep an eye on me. Then he ate, and told us all he wanted was money and our car. I told him we only had about fifty dollars on us but he wanted more. He asked how much we had in our checking account. I told him a few hundred and he asked if we had a debit card. I gave it to him and told him the PIN and gave him the keys to my Forester. But he wasn’t ready to leave yet. He said maybe I hadn’t given him the right PIN and that he had to decide what to do about that.”
Carl’s voice broke and his hands shook, and Weber said, “Take your time. Do you want a glass of water?”
Carl nodded, and Weber went to the big double sink and filled a glass, noting the single plate and coffee cup in one side, and the frying pan on the stove, with grease and bacon residue in it. He brought the water to Carl, who took a long drink and then continued with his story.
“First he said maybe he should tie us up and that he’d be back if I had lied about the PIN. Then he said that was too risky, maybe we’d get free and call the cops. He said maybe it would be better if he took Abby with him. He said he needed some feminine companionship.”
The last words were spit out bitterly and Weber could see the man’s anger. He waited patiently until Carl was ready to continue.
“Finally, he said he had decided, that he was going to tie me up and take Abby with him. I told him that wasn’t going to happen except over my dead body. He said that wasn’t a problem and waved the knife at me. Abby told him it was okay, she’d go with him, just not to hurt me. She was willing to do whatever she had to do to protect me Sheriff, but I just couldn’t let him take her.” With that Carl broke down and cried, burying his face in his arms on the table.
Weber looked at Dolan and saw his deputy’s clenched jaw, and knew that faced with the same threat to his own wife, Dolan would have done whatever it took to keep her safe. Any man would.
It took Carl a few moments to compose himself, but finally he looked up with red eyes and said, “I begged him to tie up Abby and take me instead, but he said she was a lot prettier and that he liked older women with some experience. He laughed and put his hands on her and told her maybe she’d like a younger man for a change.”
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, holding it for a long time before he let it back out again. “So I shot him.”
“Where did the gun come from?” Weber asked him.
“I bought it at a swap meet down in Tucson a few years ago. Back when we had all those break-ins going on. Abby didn’t want me to have it, but I told her I wasn’t letting some punks burn our place down around us.”
Weber knew the incidents he was referring to, when a couple of teenaged brothers had ransacked and vandalized a number of summer cabins around town. While none of them had been occupied, a lot of residents were angry and ready to defend their homes. Weber and his deputies solved the case and charged the twin sons of Juliette Murdoch, the director of the Chamber of Commerce, with the crimes. She had never forgiven the sheriff, blaming him for destroying her sons’ futures.
“Where was the gun at, Carl?”
“In the bookshelf in the living room, behind some books. My Zane Grey collection. He was holding that knife on Abby and told me he knew old farts like us would have more than fifty bucks laying around and I had one last chance to give it to him. Told me if I had enough, maybe he’d leave her here after all. But I knew that sick son-of-a-bitch wasn’t going to do that, no matter what I did. So I said I had some old coins stashed in the bookcase and he told me to get them. That’s when I got the gun and shot him.”
“Let’s go in the living room.” Weber said, “Show me where you were standing when you shot him.”
Carl led them back into the living room and walked to the floor-to-ceiling bookcase across from the fireplace. Weber noted several hardbound books pulled out of place.
“I was standing here,” Carl said, “and the gun was back there. I got it and turned around and shot him. I think I shot twice. He fell and Abby ran over to me, and I kept the gun pointed at him while she called 911.”
Carl seemed to be drained by the time he was at the end of his story, and began to shake as he came down from the adrenalin rush that had carried him through the home invasion and shooting. His legs started to buckle and Weber moved quickly to his side and led him back in to the kitchen, where he sank back into his chair.
“I never wanted to kill him, Sheriff. But I couldn’t let him take Abby. I just couldn’t!” Deep, ragged sobs wracked his body, and Weber put a comforting hand on his shoulder. The sheriff knew very well what Carl Weston was going through at that very moment. He wondered how many sleepless nights the white-haired man had ahead of him.
“Jimmy?”
Robyn walked into the room and said, “Pete and Mary are here.”
Pete Caitlin had been sheriff before Weber, and was the younger man’s mentor. While he may have been retired, he had been there for Weber to turn to many times over the years. As Administrative Assistant, Mary ran the day-to-day operations of the Sheriff’s Office. They were also close friends of Carl and Abby Weston, and their concern showed in their faces.
Weber stepped out onto the porch and Mary asked, “How are they?”
“Pretty shaken up,” he told her.
“What happened?”
“It looks like a home invasion, Pete. They don’t know who the guy is, but he broke in and took them hostage. He was threatening to tie Carl up and take Abby with him, and the old guy got a gun he had stashed away and popped him.”
“Was it anybody from around here?”
“I’ve never seen him,” Weber told him. “Come take a look.”
“Where’s Abby?” Mary asked. “I need to be there for her.”
“Around back,” Weber told her, and Mary hustled away to be with her friend.
Weber knew that the informal way things were done in Big Lake probably violated a lot of different official protocols, but he trusted the older couple, who were like parents to him. He knew that their combined experience was far more than he would ever hope to acquire in his time as sheriff.
Inside, Pete studied the dead man’s face and shook his head.
“Nobody I ever saw, Jimmy. But that ink on his arms comes from prison.”
“That was my first thought,” Weber agreed.
Pete looked at the bullet holes in the man’s shirt and said, “Damn good shooting. What did he use on him?”
“A Kimber .45,” Weber told him. “Loaded with Glasers.”
“Well,” Pete observed, “If you’re gonna dig a hole, use a shovel, not a spoon.”
 



Chapter 6
“It looks like a clear cut case of self-defense to me, based upon what I’ve seen so far,” said Bob Bennett, the lawyer who served as the town’s attorney, as he finished reading the crime scene reports. “How about you, Jimmy?”
“No reason not to think so. Carl and Abby Weston are good people, and I have no reason to doubt their story. I’d just like to know who the victim is, and what brought him to Big Lake.”
“Nothing back on his fingerprints yet?”
“Chad is running them right now.”
“He didn’t have any identification on him?”
“No. All he had was $54 in one pocket. The money Carl Weston had given him.”
“Where are they now?”
“Pete and Mary took them to their place,” Weber replied. “They go back quite a few years.”
Chad Summers knocked on Weber’s door, then came in with several papers in his hand. “I got a hit on our dead man. He was definitely a real bad guy. His name was Jerry Lee Chandler, age 35. He busted out of the Federal Penitentiary at Florence, Colorado, three days ago. It says here he was four years into a 30 year sentence without parole, on a bank robbery charge. Before that, he pulled a three year stretch in the Ohio State Penitentiary for armed robbery after knocking over a credit union in Toledo. He also did time in Tennessee for armed robbery, grand theft auto, and attempted murder. It says here that he was being transported to a medical facility after complaining of chest pains, when he stabbed a guard with a homemade shiv, knocked out the paramedic and jumped out the back door of the ambulance before the driver even knew anything was happening. The guard is still in the hospital in critical condition.”
Parks whistled and said, “Holy shit, Batman!”
“So how did he get here from there?” Weber asked. “And why our little corner of the world?”
Chad shrugged. “Who knows? I suspect somewhere around here we’re going to find a stolen car. Unless he hitchhiked in. And I don’t see a savvy guy like him thumbing a ride. Too easy to get noticed by a local cop thinking he’s just busting a transient.”
“Yeah, but why here?” Weber asked again. “We’re not exactly on the beaten path. You have to go out of your way to get here.”
“Maybe because it is off the beaten path?” Bennett suggested. “Who would look for an escaped convict in Big Lake?”
“There was a time when a stranger stuck out like a sore thumb around here,” Chad said. “But these days? Hell, I don’t know the people who bought the place next door to me a year ago, except to nod to.”
“A guy like him, I don’t see him coming to a place like Dogpatch,” said Parks, using his favorite term for Big Lake, one that had not endeared the newcomer to some of the locals. “He’d head for a big city where he could get lost in the crowd.”
“So maybe he was just passing through, got lost or something, no money, he needed a quick score, and just happened to pick the wrong place?”
“Makes as much sense as anything else,” Bennett agreed.
“But why here?” Weber asked again. “How does a career criminal pick Big Lake on the map and show up here? We’re not on the way to anyplace. And just like Chad’s hitchhiker, why would he get on these back roads, where any county mountie might spot a stolen car? If it was me, I’d stick to the interstate highways where I could blend in with the rest of the traffic.”
“Well, that’s why they call them dumb crooks,” Bennett said. “The only man who can tell us is laying on a slab over at the medical center. Does it really matter why he showed up here? The fact is that he did, and Carl Weston did society a big favor, as far as I’m concerned.”
“You’ll get no argument from me,” Parks said. “Since he was a federal fugitive, I’d better call the main office in Phoenix and let my boss know.”
***
Weber wanted to call the Caitlin house to see how the Westons were doing, but as soon as the meeting broke up, Judy Troutman handed him a telephone memo slip and said, “Mr. Page from the Forest Service office in Pinetop said he needs to talk to you the first chance you get free.”
Weber called the number she gave him and got connected with Page, the Assistant Director of the Forest Service office for the area. “Gregory? Jim Weber here,” the sheriff said when he came on the line. “What can I do for you?”
“I thought I’d give you a heads up,” Page said. “A group called the Enlightened Love Movement has obtained a permit to hold a gathering in the Bugle Meadow area near you.”
“Never heard of them,” Weber told him.
“Some kind of hippie group that’s still stuck in the 60s,” Page said. “I guess they want to commune with nature and soak up the starlight or something. I don't know. All I know is, they got a permit, so they are legal. But I thought you might want to know.”
Weber remembered the waitress at the Wagon Wheel talking about hippies before his lunch was interrupted.
“Thanks Greg, anything else on them I need to know?”
“Their permit is good for a week, starting this Sunday. They said they expect about 200 people.”
“200? That's a bunch of hippies,” Weber said.
“Well, you have fun with them,” Page told him. “And let me know if they start burning down the forest.”
After hanging up, Weber dialed another number, and Mary Caitlin answered. “How are Carl and Abby doing?”
“They’re coping,” Mary told him. “I'm not sure it's really hit home yet. They both seem pretty subdued, and Carl won't leave Abby’s side for a minute.”
“If some thug like that had threatened my wife, I’d be feeling pretty protective, too,” Weber said. “I’m going to have to talk to them again, just to follow up on everything. Is this a good time?”
“I was just fixing dinner,” Mary replied. “Are you hungry? I’m making fried chicken.”
Weber realized that he was famished, having skipped breakfast and only getting a bite or two of his lunch before the call came in about the shooting.
“Set me a plate,” Weber told her. “I never miss a chance to get some of your fried chicken.”
“You never miss a free meal, no matter what it is,” Mary said with a laugh.
“Not when it’s you doing the cooking,” Weber agreed. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
***
Pete and Mary Caitlin lived in a big, old two story house that they had bought when they first moved to Big Lake, the same year that Weber was born. The young deputy and his bride had hoped to fill the home with kids, but when they learned that Mary could not conceive, they held on to it and filled the empty rooms with books, antiques, and mounts of the fish Pete pulled from the lake and nearby streams. And over the years, more than one youngster in need of a safe haven had found refuge and comfort with the Caitlins.
“You’re just in time,” Pete said, when Weber knocked on the door. “We’re just sitting down to eat.”
Weber followed him into the kitchen, where he shook hands with Carl Weston and kissed Mary’s cheek before sitting down at the table.
“How are you folks doing?” he asked, as Mary sat a plate down in front of him that was laden with a crispy, browned chicken breast, mashed potatoes, and thick gravy.
“We’re okay,” Carl told him. “It almost seems like a dream. Like it all happened to somebody else.”
Abby nodded, and said, “More like a nightmare. I just can’t believe it’s all real. I keep thinking I’m going to wake up, but I don’t.”
Mary patted her friend’s shoulder and leaned close. “It's okay, hon. It’s all going to be all right. You guys will get past this. Pete and I are right here, and we’ll be here with you every step of the way.”
Abby reached up to hold onto Mary's hand for a moment and looked up at her, saying, “What would we do without you two? I just don't know...”
“There, there,” Mary told her. “It’s going to be all right.”
“What happens next, Sheriff?” Carl asked.
“At this point it looks like an open and shut case,” Weber told him.
“What do you mean looks like?” Pete asked. “That son-of-a-bitch broke in and threatened these good people, and he got exactly what he deserved.”
“Easy there, old man,” Weber told him. “I just want to make sure that all the T’s are crossed and all the I’s are dotted.”
“Well that's fine,” Pete said. “You do what you have to do. And who the hell are you calling old man?”
“Man, you're getting feisty in your old age,” Weber teased his friend and mentor.
“You listen to me you little...”
Before he could continue, Mary cut them both off and said, “I didn't stand here at the stove for hours cooking this meal just to listen to you two delinquents banter back and forth. Eat!”
Weber and Pete nodded, and smiled in surrender as they picked up their forks.
As they ate, Weber observed Carl and Abby sitting across from him. He didn’t know the older couple well, but had always enjoyed their company when they were together for one of Pete’s famous cookouts, where he grilled up huge slabs of beef that were so tender you could almost cut them with a fork, and seemed to melt in your mouth. They were both intelligent, friendly people with good senses of humor, and Weber had always noticed how solicitous of his wife Carl was, making sure her iced tea glass was topped off and that she was seated in the shade on hot days. The sheriff had admired how close their relationship was; they frequently touched as they passed by each other and were often holding hands. Carl always opened doors for his wife, and Weber hoped that someday he could have that kind of deep, mature love with a woman. That sent him off in thought about Robyn and he missed it the first time Carl spoke to him, only coming back to the present when Mary nudged him in the ribs.
“Hello? Are you in there, Jimmy?”
“I’m sorry,” Weber said. “My mind drifted.”
“Carl was asking you a question.”
“I’m sorry Carl. What was it?”
“I was asking when we could get back into our house.”
“Oh, I don’t know if I can ever go back there,” Abby said. “I just don’t know if I could do it.”
Carl had just bitten into a drumstick and shook his head as he chewed. He swallowed and said, “Darling, we can’t let that animal drive us out of our home.”
“I just don’t know,” Abby repeated. “And besides, just the thought of cleaning up the…. I’m sorry, Mary, that’s not exactly dinner table talk.”
Mary leaned across the table and took Abby’s hand. “Don’t you worry about that. You two can stay here as long as you need to. And Pete and I will take care of any cleaning that needs done.”
“Oh, Mary, I couldn’t ask you to do that!”
“Nonsense,” Mary told her. “It sure wouldn’t be the first time. I wasn’t a sheriff’s wife for all those years without getting my hands dirty a time or two.”
“Back to your question, Carl. I just need to get some more photographs of the scene, and we want to dust for fingerprints. But I think we can wrap that all up tomorrow and let you back in the day after.”
“And like I said, you can stay right here,” Mary told them.
Carl swallowed the last bite of his drumstick, then picked up a thigh off the platter and said, “We sure appreciate your hospitality, Mary. But with cooking like this, if it’s much longer than that, I’ll have to take up jogging just to make sure I can still buckle my britches.”
“Well, I don't want you to get out of shape like old Pete here,” Weber said, “so we’ll get it done as fast as we can.”
“Out of shape? Why boy, I can still out work you any day of the week! Any time you want to see who's the better man, you just let me know.”
“All right, that’s enough, you two. If you want peach cobbler you had better shut up right this minute,” Mary warned them.
***
Larry Parks was sitting at the table in Weber's cabin, working on his laptop computer when the sheriff got home.
“I figured you'd be at Marsha’s,” Weber told him as he opened the refrigerator and pulled out two bottles of Pepsi, twisting off the caps and setting one in front of Parks.
The FBI agent shook his head. “I’ve been reading up on this Chandler guy. I think those two old folks are very lucky to be alive right now. This guy was one first class bad ass. It says here that he is suspected of killing another inmate that he got into a fight with over cigarettes. But you know how it is with convicts, a hundred guys in the yard when it went down and nobody saw anything.”
“Yeah, well snitches don't live long in prison,” Weber said. “And who knows, maybe the guards just figured it was one less maggot to worry about and didn’t investigate too hard.”
“He had a definite propensity toward violence,” Park said. “On that assault with a deadly weapon out of Tennessee, he shot a soldier on leave and stole his car. And the bank robbery he got busted for? That was in North Platte, Nebraska. A customer in the bank tried to play hero and grab his gun away from him. Chandler put two bullets into him and went about his business like it was no more than swatting a fly.”
“Did the guy survive?” Weber asked.
“He lived, but he'll be in a wheelchair the rest of his life. Chandler about blew his spine in half.”
Weber whistled and said, “Who’d have thunk an old codger like Carl Weston could take out a guy like that?”
“Like I said, they were damned lucky,” Parker told him, then got up and opened the freezer door on the refrigerator. “Do we have any ice cream in here?”
“No, we're fresh out,” Weber told him. “And it's just as well, because if Marsha catches you eating stuff like that she may just bypass your alimentary canal altogether and shove that next salad right up your keester.”
“My, my, I never realized just how kinky you hillbillies are up here,” Parks said, then squealed with glee as he reached into the back of the freezer and pulled a box out. “Fudgesicles! I knew you were holding out on me.”
 



Chapter 7
Weber was driving to work the next morning when the call came over his radio. “Dispatch, this is Big Lake Six, do you have a unit that can meet me at the Y? I’ve got a situation here.”
Weber picked up his microphone, keyed the button, and said, “This is One, what do you need, Robyn?”
“Things are getting out of hand here, I could use some help with crowd control.”
“Why do these things always happen before I have my breakfast?” Parks moaned from the passenger seat.
“Breakfast? I just saw you polish off two Pop Tarts and a quart of milk,” Weber said. “What the hell was that?”
“That was just practice to get my fluids going after a long night’s sleep,” Parks told him. “Sort of gastronomic foreplay, if you will.”
“That’s about the only kind of foreplay you know anything about,” Weber said as he turned toward the Y.
***
The main highway bypasses Big Lake, while the business route branches off in a Y formation on the south side and makes a loop through town, before connecting with the highway again in a T intersection on the north side. Deputy Robyn Fuchette’s patrol car was parked on the shoulder of the road near a large truck with a flatbed trailer that held a yellow bulldozer. Four other cars were parked on the other side of the road and a small group of people with protest signs were blocking the roadway.
“Now what the heck do we have?” Weber asked as he slowed and pulled off the road in front of Robyn’s car.
The petite, dark-haired deputy was wearing a fluorescent green safety vest and was directing traffic around the protesters. Weber walked to her side and asked, “What’s going on here?”
“I was directing traffic while Mr. Schmidt got his bulldozer unloaded and they all showed up,” Robyn said. “Apparently they think the new cell tower is going to destroy the environment.”
A few weeks earlier, the Town Council had approved the construction of two new cellular telephone towers that would greatly increase communication in Big Lake, which until then was served by a single tower atop Cat Mountain. Weber wasn’t surprised that the project was meeting resistance; there was a vocal element in the community that fought change of any kind, no matter what its benefits might be.
The same group had fought the paving of the road in front of the high school, construction of swings and slides in the park, and improvements at the boat launch. They were maybe a dozen in number, all holding signs that said things like, Save The Mountain, Trees Not Cell Phones, and Keep Big Lake Green. A thin, red-haired woman was leading the group in chanting, “Save the trees!” Weber walked up to her and asked, “What's this all about, Emma?”
“Forget it, Jimmy,” said Emma Moyer, “We're taking a stand right here. That bulldozer is not coming off that trailer!”
“Okay, well let’s get out of the road,” Weber said as an SUV towing a boat inched its way past the crowd, the passengers gawking at the scene. “Otherwise someone is going get run over out here.”
“We’re not moving!”
“Come on, Emma. Let’s not make a big issue out of this, okay?”
Weber started to take her by the arm but Emma jerked free and shouted, “Sit in!” As if they had rehearsed it, the protestors plopped down onto the pavement in a circle, back to back, and linked their arms together, while still chanting, “Save the trees!” The sheriff attempted to reason with the group, but his voice was lost in the sound of their verbal protests.
His attention was jerked away suddenly by the squealing of tires and he looked up to see a Honda Accord sliding to a stop, mere feet away. The driver, who had topped the slight hill from the main highway and almost crashed into the seated protestors, was rigid in her seat, hands gripping the steering wheel.
Weber walked to the car door and leaned in the open window to ask, “Are you okay, Thelma?”
Thelma Wright’s eyes were huge as she said, “I’m so sorry, Jimmy, I didn’t see anybody until it was almost too late!”
Weber’s Ford Explorer, with Larry Parks at the wheel, passed them and Parks pulled the marked police vehicle across the road at the crown of the hill and turned on the roof light bar to warn any other approaching vehicles.
Thelma Wright was a nervous woman under any circumstance, and the near miss had shaken her to the point where she seemed on the verge of a breakdown. Her face was pale, she was trembling, and she still held the steering wheel in a white-knuckled death grip.
“It’s okay, Thelma, you didn’t do anything wrong and nobody got hurt.” The sheriff patted her on the shoulder, feeling the tremors under her shirt. Her eyes were still glued on the group of people she had almost run over. “Thelma?” Weber squeezed her shoulder and seemed to break through to her. She turned her eyes to him.
“Thelma? Are you with me, kid?”
The woman nodded, but said nothing.
“Can you pull over onto the shoulder and get off the road? You can sit there and get yourself collected, okay?”
Finally she shook off the fog that surrounded her, nodded, and steered the car off the road. Weber walked beside her until she was safely on the gravel shoulder, then patted her shoulder again and said, “You just sit here, okay? There’s no hurry. Wait until you feel better before you take off.”
Thelma nodded and said, “I think I’m okay now.”
“Well, you just sit there until you’re sure. Alright?”
She nodded again, and Weber said, “Good. Now I need to get these people off the road.”
Weber stalked back to the protestors, who were still chanting, “Save the trees!” and seemed oblivious to the fact that they had all come close to being smeared across the pavement like so much road kill.
“Emma, I’m not going to argue with you about this. Now get your people off the highway. You can still protest, but we don’t need anybody getting run over out here.”
Before Emma could respond, the sound of a diesel engine starting up interrupted.
“He’s taking it off the trailer,” cried one of the protestors, a small, short man who physically could have passed for a high school student except for his weathered face and mustache. He was pointing toward the flatbed trailer, where Dutch Schmidt had started the big Caterpillar bulldozer and was backing it down the ramps and onto the ground. By the time the protestors could get to their feet, Schmidt had backed away from the trailer and turned the big machine toward the fire trail that led up the hill to where the new cell tower was going to be erected.
“Stop him!”
Robyn and Larry Parks tried to slow down the crowd with outstretched arms to no avail. The protestors surged around them and ran after the giant, yellow bulldozer, which was already starting the roaring assault that churned up the earth under its steel treads, as rocks and small trees were crushed and crumpled underneath its wide blade.
Schmidt seemed oblivious as the angry protestors shouted at him, the sound of their voices drowned out by the bulldozer’s engine and the earth it displaced as it rumbled steadily forward. Fortunately, the steep banks on both side of the fire trail kept them from getting too close to the sides or in front of the machine, where someone might have been crushed.
“I'm sorry, Jimmy.” Robyn said, as she stood next to the sheriff. “I had no idea this was going to happen. They just showed up all of a sudden!”
“Not your fault,” Weber told her, “but you better call dispatch and get another unit out here.” He looked back up the fire trail to where the bulldozer and protestors were shrouded in a cloud of dirt and dust. “The times, they are a changing,” said Weber, shaking his head.
***
By the time Deputy Tommy Frost arrived on the scene to assist Robyn with crowd control, the protesters seemed to have lost a lot of enthusiasm, and most of them had walked back down the paved road, covered in a layer of dirt and grime.
“Jimmy, how can you stand by and let them destroy the forest like this?” Emma Moyer demanded to know.
“What can I do, Emma?” Weber asked her. “The Town Council approved the project and you all have filed your grievances and they were rejected. You can write all the letters to the newspaper you want, and wave your signs from here to eternity, but it's not going to change a damn thing. I don't know what else to tell you.”
“Bullshit!” said a tall man with a mop of curly hair, as he drank deeply from a plastic water bottle. “That's always the excuse, you can't stop progress. But I'm telling you something, Sheriff. We will stop this project, one way or the other. We're not going to stand by and see this mountain raped just so a bunch of spoiled, newcomer yuppies can use their cell phones.”
“Would I like Big Lake to stay like it was ten or fifteen years ago? Sure I would. But that's not realistic,” Weber told him. “And you seem to have a short memory, my friend. Ten years ago you didn't live here. I guess you want to be the last person who moved to Big Lake and made any changes, right? But that nice little lot where you have your cabin, on Firefly Lane? That used to be part of a pretty meadow where the elk would come down and graze in the early morning. And just how good for the environment is that plastic water bottle you’re drinking?”
The man scowled but did not answer.
“And you, Emma, weren’t you one of the people who was at the zoning meeting protesting development of that meadow where Richard lives? Back then, weren't you demanding that we keep the meadow pristine? Now you’re hanging out with one of the people you said was destroying Big Lake back then. How does that work?”
Emma gave him an ugly look, but before she could say anything, Weber singled out a couple standing nearby. “And what about you two? Gloria, didn’t you take a bad fall up on the ski run last winter, and the ambulance had to take you to the clinic? Isn’t that the same ski run you were waving signs and protesting about when they started to build it? And now you ski there? How do you justify that?” He turned to her husband, “How do you like that big fancy four-wheel-drive pickup you bought a while back, Ken? It’s sure got all the bells and whistles on it. That must have set you back some big bucks. Now where did you get that kind of money? Hmmm…. maybe from that half acre lot you sold to the guy who built the bicycle shop? And that truck’s got to be great for the environment right? What kind of mileage does it get?”
A couple of the protestors grumbled, but more of them were staring at the ground and shuffling their feet in the dirt.
“Hey, I'm all for protest and righting wrongs and all that,” Weber told them. “But why don't you put your efforts into something worthwhile for a change? When was the last time any of you volunteered to help out at the Senior Center? How many of you were out knocking on doors and helping us raise money for the Women's Shelter? You know Ken, some of that money you spent on that truck could have really helped Miss Roberts’ class over at the junior high school get down to Phoenix for the statewide science competition they were invited to. Didn’t those kids build their own solar panels and their own greenhouse?”
The fire gone out of their protest, people started drifting away, until just Emma Moyer and Richard MacEwen were left. Weber nodded towards Emma’s Toyota Prius and said, “Speaking of yuppies, nice ride you got there, Emma.”
The woman glared at Weber a final time before she and her companion walked across the road to the Toyota and drove away.
“Well, there's nothing like a little civil disobedience to get your blood flowing. Right, Scooter?” Larry Parks asked, as they watched the hybrid car disappear back in the direction of town. “Now can we go get something to eat?”
“Oh, go eat a tree hugger,” Weber told him.
***
Apparently, nearly averted traffic accidents, protesters, and the always dreaded paperwork weren't enough to make Weber’s day. He was back in his office signing off on payroll vouchers when Mary Caitlin knocked on his door and stuck her head inside.
“Mayor Wingate’s here.”
Before Weber could reply, Mary and the door were pushed forward and Big Lake’s mayor made his way into the room, followed by Councilwoman Smith-Abbot, a thin, severe woman who wore her hair in a tight bun on the back of her head.
“Sheriff, we’ve got a problem. No, let me correct myself, you’ve got a problem!”
“You shove me like that again, Chet Wingate, and you’ll have a problem,” Mary warned the overweight little martinet who delighted in riding roughshod over anyone who worked in town government.
“My apologies, Mary. But I have very important matters to discuss with the Sheriff,” said the mayor.
Weber rolled his eyes at Parks, who grinned back and rose to his feet, knowing well his continuous battles with the mayor and wanting no part of them. Mary followed him out the door after sending one final glare in the mayor’s direction.
“So what’s got your panties in a wad this time, Chet?”
The mayor scowled at Weber’s impudence, but didn’t take the bait. Weber thought for just a moment that if anything good had come out of the shooting of Steve Rafferty, it was that Mayor Wingate had been less of an irritant since that terrible day. Not that he was any easier to get along with when they interacted, but his attacks had been fewer and further between. Apparently that had been the lull before this latest storm.
“The situation with this new deputy of yours, what are you going to do about it?”
“Wyatt Earp? I had a talk with him the other day, Chet, and I hope it did some good. But honestly, I think I made a mistake hiring him and I'm not sure how it’s gonna work out.”
“Not Deputy Trask,” said Wingate. “I'm talking about Deputy Fuchette.”
“Robyn? What’s she done?"
“It isn’t what she's done,” the mayor told him, “it's what you have done. The two of you.”
“Where are you going with this, Chet?” Weber asked warily.
“It's common knowledge that you and Miss Fuchette are…. involved,” said Councilwoman Smith-Abbot. “It just doesn't look right, and I think this is something that the entire Town Council needs to review.”
Weber felt his neck getting hot and said, “Our private lives are just that, private. Stay out of it. What we do behind closed doors is nobody's business but our own.”
“I beg to differ,” the mayor replied, “You’re her direct supervisor and it's a clear-cut conflict of interest. I won't have it, do you hear me?”
“I intend to bring this before the Council at our next meeting,” said the Councilwoman. “There can be no personal relationships allowed.”
“No personal relationships?” asked Weber. “This is a small town and everybody knows everybody. We all have personal relationships with everybody in town.”
“You know what I'm talking about,” said the mayor. “Personal relationships.”
“Okay, I'm confused,” said Weber. “Who's talking about this? Because the Councilwoman's lips were moving, but you’re the one doing the talking, Chet. Of course, since you two are joined at the hip, I guess that makes sense. Talk about your personal relationships. When one of you farts, the other one says “excuse me.””
“How dare you!” shouted the Councilwoman. “Why, I never…”
“Maybe if you would once in a while, you wouldn't be so damned uptight,” Weber told her, then turned to the mayor. “So what should we do about your son, Chet? I mean, you're the Mayor, the head of the town government, and Archer's a deputy. How do you plan to get around that one? You tell me?”
Both of the bureaucrats were blustering and stumbling over their own words when Weber lunged out of his chair, crossed the room and opened the door. “Out,” he demanded, “both of you! You two pissants can go back to the Council and do whatever the hell you want. But in the meantime both of you had better stay out of my face!”
As the mayor and councilwoman fled from his wrath, Mary Caitlin, Parks, and Judy Troutman at the dispatch desk stared at the scene unfolding in front of them.
“What was that all about?” Mary asked, after the outside door had closed behind them.
“It was about a couple of pimple-headed jerks trying to stick their noses into my business,” the sheriff told her. “And they’re damn lucky I didn't break them!”
With that, he walked back to his private office, slamming the door behind him so hard that a framed certificate of achievement fell off the wall.
Parks gave his friend a few minutes to calm down, then walked into Weber's office and dropped into the seat behind his desk. Neither man said a word for a full minute, then the FBI agent said, “You really have to stop getting all worked up like this, Jimmy. It's bad for your digestion. And when a man can’t digest things, they back up inside him. Pretty soon you could wind up just as full of crap as old Chet there.”
“Screw you,” scowled Weber.
“Ah Jimmy, don’t think I’m not flattered. And yes, it’s crossed my mind too, when I see you first thing in the morning with dragon breath and your eyes full of gunk. But I just don’t think it would work out. I know people talk, but I think this platonic thing we've got going for us has worked out pretty good up ’til now. Besides, no offense, but you're not my type,” said Parks with his boyish grin.
It was hard to stay angry around Parks, and Weber smiled in spite of himself.
“So do you want to talk about it?”
“Fiddle Dee and Fiddle Dumber have decided that since Robyn and I have a personal relationship and I’m her supervisor, they have to take it before the Town Council.
“Ahh, forbidden love,” Parks said, shaking his head ruefully. “I know all about that. Did I ever tell you about my cousin Hazel?”
“No, but I’ve got a feeling you’re about to,” Weber replied, “Even if I don’t want to hear it.”
“She was a good old gal,” Parks reminisced. “Had a bad complexion and she was so skinny that we had to stake her down when the wind blew, but she was just a sweetheart. We was kissing cousins up until the time we got out of high school. ’Course, this was back in Oklahoma, where people are a bit more liberal than you folks are here in Dogpatch. But it was still taboo, and both our Daddies said it had to end, no matter how much in love we were. So I had to say goodbye to that pretty lady, and I joined the Navy. It near about broke both of our hearts.”
“So what ever happened to her?” Weber asked.
“While I was at sea, she married my brother Mike. They own a dry cleaners in Tulsa, and have a houseful of kids. She comes from the Dotson side of the family, and they always were a fertile bunch.”
***
After lunch, Weber, Dolan, and Chad drove back to Zuni Lane and walked around the outside of the Weston house, checking each door and window.
“No evidence of forced entry anywhere,” Chet observed. “How did he get in?”
“I don’t know,” Weber said. “Carl said they were in bed, heard a noise in the living room, and when he went to check it out Chandler was there.”
“Lots of folks around here don’t even lock their doors,” said Chad as Weber unlocked the front door with a key Abby Weston had given him.
The house was just as they had left it the day before. While Dolan dusted the window ledges, kitchen counter, and table for fingerprints, Chad took photos with his digital camera, even though the entire scene had been carefully recorded the day before. Weber stood behind the couch, in front of the bookshelf where Carl had been standing when he shot the intruder.
“Chad, step over there where Chandler was standing when Carl shot him.”
Chad did as instructed, being careful not to step in the bloodstains on the floor.
“How far is it between us?”
“Looks like about fifteen, maybe twenty feet,” Chad said. “Why?”
“Nothing, I guess. Buz said it yesterday, damn good shooting.”
“Well, I’m glad,” Chad said. “Chandler was scum, and nobody’s going to miss him.”
***
They were just locking the door when the dispatcher called to say that there had been a theft in broad daylight, right in town.
“What was stolen?” Weber asked.
“Thomas.”
“Thomas?”
“Yes, Thomas. The turkey? Two guys in a white pickup took him right off his platform. A half dozen people saw them.”
“Jimmy, we’ve really got to put a stop to this crime wave,” Chad said as they walked to their vehicles. “First we’ve got old Harley beating on his neighbor and shooting up the neighborhood, then a home invasion turned deadly, and now Grand Theft Turkey. What’s this town coming to?
“The times, they are a changing,” said Weber, repeating the same observation he had made earlier in the day, out at the Y.
 



Chapter 8
Thomas the Turkey was Big Lake’s official mascot, a somewhat gaudy work of art created by an itinerant metal sculptor who had enjoyed a brief, but intense, love affair with Delores Drachman, a willowy woman of fifty living on a generous trust fund set up by her grandfather, who had made his fortune in peppermint candy somewhere back east. Tired of his granddaughter scandalizing the family name, starting from a very young age, he had banished her to the far side of the country after a particularly unpleasant incident. She and a chauffeur were found in a compromising position in the back seat of a guest’s Bentley limousine, during a garden party to celebrate his 70th birthday, ruining the entire celebration.
Many people in Big Lake felt that if the town really needed a mascot, it should be something like a bear or an elk, both of which lived in the nearby forest. Or even an eagle. Several bald eagle nests could be found in the area, and more than one fisherman who had spent a fruitless day on the lake was chagrined to see one of the big birds swoop down over the water and effortlessly pluck out a trout for dinner.
But a turkey? Sure, there were plenty of wild turkeys wandering the slopes of Cat Mountain, but the damned things were ugly! Why a turkey?
The answer was simple. Delores’s sculptor lover had an affinity for turkeys for some reason, and when the town needed funding for a library but couldn’t find room in its budget, Delores made them an offer they couldn’t refuse. Allow her to commission a sculpture of a turkey for the town’s mascot and she would write a check to cover the cost of the bookshelves, counters, computers, and even enough books to fill the doublewide mobile home that would serve as the new library.
Those who opposed the idea of a turkey for a town mascot were even more disgruntled at the unveiling ceremony two months later, when it was revealed that Thomas wasn’t even a wild turkey, just a typical barnyard turkey. Or at least his creator’s idea of what a turkey would look like, if it was five feet high and made of copper plates hammered into shape and braised together. There was a collective groan from the crowd, which greatly displeased the artist, who was already fed up with Delores’s clinginess and demanding ways.
It was just the excuse he had needed to throw a tantrum, declare that these uncouth pioneers did not deserve his work, and stomp off in the direction of San Diego, never to be seen again. Delores was heartbroken and beyond consolation for almost a week, then she began an affair with a young man named Herbert, a stained-glass artist she discovered at a craft fair in Flagstaff. Herbert moved into her elaborate home in one of Big Lake’s new developments. Thomas the Turkey was left standing in front of the new library, a testament to love gone wrong, or maybe just how flakey the very rich can be.
***
“Well, he’s gone, alright,” Weber said as he and his deputies stood in front of the square concrete platform that once held the metal turkey.
“We saw the whole thing,” said Constance LeBeer, a retired minister from Fresno, and several older women with her all nodded their heads in unison. “Our book club was meeting in the library and these two men pulled up in a white truck and started doing something to the statue. At first we thought that they were workers doing some kind of maintenance, but the next thing we knew, they lifted it off its pedestal and just threw it into the back of their truck and sped away, squealing their tires as they went. That’s when we realized a crime had been committed!”
Inez Fleischman, who had come to Big Lake a year ago, nodded vigorously in agreement. Inez was a recent widow from Las Vegas, where her husband was rumored to have been a poker dealer who met an untimely end when the casino he worked for caught him dealing off the bottom of the deck and feeding winning cards to an accomplice. Details were sketchy on what happened next, but Inez never attended the bingo games that Sylvia Willits and her sister Margaret were so fond of.
“Yes,” added Beatrice MacBride, a tiny bird of a lady who had moved into the Acorn Assisted Living Center the past winter but refused to allow old age or the infirmities that went with it to slow her down one bit. At 83, Weber had no doubt that Beatrice could probably outwork any of the Acorn’s employees who were supposed to be helping her. “Just look at those marks on the street. No town employee would do such a thing!”
Weber looked at the twin strips of rubber left when the truck peeled away and refrained from saying that it had only been a few weeks since he had caught Deputies Dolan Reed and Buz Carelton drag racing their police cars on Main Street in the wee hours of a boring Wednesday morning.
“Are you going to catch the thieves, or just stand here all afternoon twiddling your thumbs?” Meredith Zdenek demanded to know.
“Yes ma’am, Weber said. “Dolan, will you ask these nice ladies to give you a full description of the suspects? I don’t suppose any of you got the license number of the truck, did you?”
“Of course not,” Meredith replied, “none of us have teenage eyes anymore! It was just two men. I don’t know what they looked like. Who notices things like that? Can’t you make a plaster cast of the tire marks and run it through the FBI’s computer system? I think I saw somewhere that tire treads are as unique as fingerprints.” Meredith was a huge fan of CSI-type television shows.
Weber was tempted to tell her that one could not make plaster casts of tire marks on pavement, and that by now Thomas the Turkey had probably been cut up and sold for scrap. He knew that Meredith would never accept such an answer, so instead he said, “You’re right, Meredith, and since we have our own resident FBI agent in town, I’ll turn this over to Special Agent Parks. I’m sure he’ll bring the full resources of the Federal Bureau of Investigation into this. After all, kidnapping is a federal crime.”
“Even if it’s just a statue of a turkey?” Constance LeBeer asked skeptically.
“I’m pretty sure once you name a sculpture it becomes a legal entity,” Chad piped in. “I think they made that a law back when Clinton was President.”
“Oh, that man! I won’t even discuss his lack of morals,” said Constance. “Come ladies, we still have the second half of Atlas Shrugged to discuss and the library closes in thirty minutes.”
***
Before calling it a day, Weber stopped at the offices of the Big Lake Herald to give editor Paul Lewis a recap of recent police activities in time for the weekly edition. But before he could, Margie Shores accosted him.
“So what’s with Big Lake’s most eligible bachelor today?” the newspaper’s receptionist demanded to know. “How come you haven’t married that nice lady deputy of yours and made an honest woman out of her yet, James Weber?”
With the encounter with Mayor Wingate and Councilwoman Smith-Abbot earlier in the day still fresh in his mind, Weber said, “Don't even ask.”
“What? I thought women with handcuffs turned you on?”
Weber grinned at her and said, “You have a very dirty mind, did you know that?”
“Yes, I know,” sighed Margie, “all this potential just sitting here going to waste.”
Weber patted his longtime friend on her ample rump as he made his way past, and Margie warned, “Don't write checks you’re not ready to cash, Buster!”
“You know I love you, Margie.”
“Yeah, if I only had a pair of handcuffs! Come to think of it, I think I do!”
“Okay, that's more than I need to know,” Weber told her. “Is Paul hiding back there?”
“He’s probably asleep at his desk,” Margie said. “Go back there and tell him to get to work.”
Weber made his way back to Paul's office, where the pudgy newspaperman was pounding away at a keyboard on a desk overloaded with piles of papers, correspondence, notes, and magazines.
“Damn, Paul, I love coming here. Your desk is even worse than mine!”
“So what do you have for me today?” the newspaper editor asked him. “More murder and mayhem hopefully? If not, I'll settle for sordid sex and miscellaneous mischief.”
“Well, you already know about the shooting at the Weston house, and I think your receptionist is responsible for most of the sordid sex going on in Big Lake.”
Paul laughed and pushed his keyboard away. “I'll tell you what, Jimmy, I think you're missing the boat there. The gal’s got a lot of love to give.”
“What was that line from the old Dirty Harry movie?” Weber asked, “A good man knows his limitations?”
Paul laughed again and then asked, “Anything new on the shooting?”
“Looks pretty simple to me, Paul. The guy picked the wrong people to mess with and got himself shot for his trouble.”
“And?”
“And what?”
“Is that all there is to it? I’ve known you since we were both knee high to a grasshopper, Jimmy, and it seems like something’s troubling you.”
“Oh, I've always got something troubling me,” Weber told him. “I just keep asking myself… why Big Lake? How does an escaped convict with a long rap sheet find himself in Big Lake facing an old guy with a gun? Why not Albuquerque, or Denver, or Tucson? Why Big Lake?”
“I ask myself that every week Jimmy, after the paper hits the street and I do the books. Why Big Lake? I could be in the nation’s capital exposing corruption instead of here writing about what they had for lunch at the Senior Center, or whose cat got stuck in a tree.”
“You’d never fit in with all those big city people,” Weber told him. “Face it Paul, you and me are small town boys. Always have been, always will be. But just to make your day, I got a scoop for you. Somebody stole Thomas the Turkey.”
“Thomas? You mean that stupid sculpture in front of the library?”
Weber nodded. “Yep. In broad daylight. Couple of guys in a white pickup pulled up in front of the library and threw it in the back of the truck and took off.”
“Wasn't the damn thing nailed down or something?” Paul asked.
“There were a couple of bolts sunk into the concrete holding it down, but they just took the nuts off and were gone.”
“Kids maybe?”
“The Ladies Book Club saw the whole thing, and they said it was two men,” Weber told him. “I'm thinking old Thomas is going to be melted down for scrap. My problem is, I don't know whether to investigate and arrest the guys, or have the Town Council give them an award for beautification.”
 



Chapter 9
Weber was seated in a booth in the back of the ButterCup Café the next morning, watching Parks work his way through a massive stack of buttermilk pancakes.
“It’s amazing. He never even comes up for breath,” observed Paul Lewis.
“I told you so,” Weber said to his boyhood friend. “And he can do that all day long.”
The FBI agent ignored them as he picked up a piece of bacon and munched on it to give his mouth something to do while he speared another oversized bite of fluffy pancakes.
“And he’s doing this while he’s on a diet,” Weber said. “Imagine him on a normal day!”
“I’ve heard about these kinds of things, but I never really believed it was true,” the newspaperman said. “I always put it in the same category as those urban legends like Bigfoot and politicians’ campaign promises.”
“It makes you proud to be an American, doesn’t it?”
Parks ignored them and spooned a pile of scrambled eggs into his mouth.
“I hear tell that his grandpappy was a West Virginia coal miner who was trapped in a cave-in,” Weber said. “They brought in drills and cranes, but he was buried so deep they couldn’t get to him, so finally they just filled in the hole and left him there. But a couple of weeks later he showed up at home for supper and told his wife he just ate his way to the surface.”
“I believe it,” Paul said. “It’s ….”
Before he could finish his thought, Weber’s attention was drawn to a loud disturbance up front near the counter.
“Where is he? I’m going to whip his ass when I see him…”
“You’ll have to go through me first!”
“No problem. I can do that right here and right now, if that’s the way you want it!”
Expecting the problem to be a couple of rowdy loggers, or maybe flatlanders with no sense of decorum, he was surprised when he stood up and saw two of his own deputies squaring off in the middle of the crowded diner.
“Hey, it takes two to tango,” Buz said loudly, “So don’t you go putting this all on Billy!”
“Are you calling my little girl a slut?” Dolan Reed demanded. “I’ll wring that scrawny neck of yours, you son-of-a…”
Dolan was swinging a roundhouse right as he spoke, connecting with the side of the taller man’s head and knocking him sideways into Brady Lothrup, who was seated at the counter finishing his breakfast. Buz pushed himself off the startled insurance agent and charged Dolan, grappling with him and trying to pin his arms at his sides before he could swing again. At the same time, he head-butted the other deputy and a spray of blood erupted from Dolan’s nose.
The two men struggled and crashed into a booth where five members of the Big Lake Chickadees, the local bird watching club, were having their monthly breakfast meeting. Angela Templeton, wife of Town Councilman Kirby Templeton, was shoved sideways into Margaret Adamczak, who was just raising a glass of orange juice to her lips. Both women screamed as they were splashed when the glass was knocked out of Margaret’s hand.
“Stop it. Stop!” Weber yelled as he rushed to the scene of the fight. He pulled the two men upright from where they still wrestled on top of the table, in a gooey mess of egg yolks, oatmeal, and pancake syrup. He managed to get Dolan off of Buz and handed him off to Parks, who locked the man up in a bear hug from behind. Buz scrambled to his feet and went after his fellow deputy, but the sheriff blocked his path. “Stop right now Buz, it’s over!”
The deputy glowered at Dolan and said, “He started it, Jimmy!”
“I don’t care who started it, I’m ending it! Let’s go! Both of you.”
Weber and Parks hustled the two deputies out the door, leaving a restaurant full of astonished patrons staring after them with their mouths hanging open.
“What can I say?” Paul Lewis asked as he handed Angela Templeton a wad of paper napkins to wipe her face. “It’s been a slow news week.”
***
“Okay you two, in my office, now!” Weber ordered as he pushed open the door to the Big Lake Sheriff’s Office and shoved his two recalcitrant deputies in ahead of him.
Mary Caitlin and Robyn Fuchette stared in astonishment at the strange sight, as both bloodied and battered deputies shuffled past them and into Weber’s private office. The fact that a half slice of smashed French toast was still clinging to the back of Buz’s uniform shirt only added to their wonderment. Only Archer Wingate, seated at his desk eating his second cream filled Long John of the morning, seemed unperturbed by the tableau that was taking place before him. Archer swallowed a large bite of his pastry, wiped his fingers on his pants leg and burped, then crammed the last half of the Long John into his mouth.
“What the hell is going on between you two?” Weber shouted, as Dolan and Buz stood before him. “Have you both gone nuts? I ought to lock the two of you in a cell and throw away the key.”
“He started it,” Buz said heatedly. The tall deputy had earned his nickname back in high school, where kids used to say that with his skinny neck and hawk-like nose, he was part buzzard. Now a thick vein throbbed in his forehead, and blood dripped from his nose.
“No, your damned kid started it,” Dolan shouted. “Little pervert needs to be neutered. And I just may do it!”
“Now you listen here,” Buz shot back, but Weber cut him off, slamming his hand down so hard on his desk that it sounded like a gun shot, sending a stack of pink telephone memos and a coffee cup full of pens and pencils flying.
“SHUT UP!”
Mary Caitlin stuck her head in the door and stared at the three men, then withdrew it quickly when Weber sent her a withering glare.
Weber’s hand stung from hitting the desk so hard, but he refused to let it show. “Now, we can talk like grownups or I’ll have Steve Harper bring the fire truck down here and hose you both down until you either come to your senses or drown. What’s it gonna be?”
Both men stood stiffly, staring at each other, hackles raised, each ready to go on the attack at the slightest provocation.
“Alright, you first Dolan. Out with it.”
“He needs to keep that damned kid of his on a leash before…”
“My kid? What about your kid? Like I said, it takes…”
Weber held his hand in front of Buz’s face. “You’ll get your turn. Let the man talk.” He turned back to Dolan, “Go on, what’s this all about?”
“Gina’s pregnant, and that little bastard of his is the one responsible. She’s only sixteen!”
Weber’s mind flashed back to the winter before, when he had caught Billy Carelton and Gina Reed making out hot and heavy in the boy’s pickup. For a moment he wondered if his decision to keep it to himself and let them off with a stern warning might have contributed to the situation they faced today. He turned toward Buz and said “Your turn.”
“Shit, Jimmy, I didn’t even know the kids were friends.”
“They weren’t,” Dolan said. “I know that damn kid of yours lured her off somewhere and took advantage of her. Her mother and I don’t even let her date.”
Weber took a deep breath and decided there was no time like the present. “They’ve been dating for a while now.”
“That’s impossible,” Dolan said. “We told her that she can’t date until she turns seventeen next month.”
“Well, apparently she didn’t listen,” Weber told him. “Last winter I came across them steaming up the windows of Billy’s truck out by the lake.”
“What? And you never told me?”
“I talked to them and let them go. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”
“How could you do that, Jimmy? That’s my little girl!”
“Dolan, she’s not a little girl. She’s a young woman. Now, you may not like that, but you’re going to have to accept it.”
“Accept it? I’m not accepting a damn thing! I want that little maggot who did this to her arrested for statutory rape. After I kick his ass!”
“You threatening my kid again?” Buz demanded. “I’m getting damned sick and tired of…”
“Shut up, both of you,” Weber ordered loudly.
Both men clamped their lips shut, still glaring at each other.
“Nobody is kicking anybody’s ass,” Weber said, “and nobody’s getting arrested, except maybe you two. I haven’t decided on that yet. You should both be ashamed of yourselves, acting like a couple of idiots, tearing up the café while you go at each other like a couple of drunks from the Antler Inn. And in uniform while you do it! That looks real good to the citizens and tourists, doesn’t it?”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass what looks good,” Dolan said. “Are you going to arrest that kid, Jimmy? Because if you’re not, I’ll do it myself.”
“You stay away from my son,” Buz warned, but the sheriff cut him off before he could continue.
“Dolan, they’re both under eighteen. It was consensual. No judge would convict. And if he did, which one would he convict? If Gina is a victim, isn’t Billy, too? They’re only a month or two apart in age, as I recall.”
“So you’re not going to arrest him?”
“No, I’m not, and neither are you. And if you touch him, Dolan, you’ll be the one arrested.”
“Well then you can take this and stick it where the sun don’t shine,” Dolan said, ripping his badge from the front of his uniform shirt and throwing it at the sheriff’s feet. “When I pinned it on, I swore an oath to serve and protect the people of this town. What good is it, if I can’t even protect my own family?”
“Don’t do this, Dolan,” Weber said, but the angry man refused to listen. He turned and stomped to the door, then turned back and pointed a warning finger at Buz.
“You keep that kid of yours away from my daughter, do you hear me? Because if I catch him anywhere around her, I won’t be responsible for what happens.”
With that he stormed out the door, slamming it behind him.
It was quiet in the office, and Weber bent to pick up the gold badge from the floor and put it on his desk. Then he looked at Buz, who averted his eyes.
“Now what?”
“Hell, Buz, I don’t know. My first inclination is to send you packing, too. Do you have any idea how much Chet Wingate is going to love this?”
“I’m sorry, Jimmy. But he did start it. I was just sitting down to breakfast when he came in the door acting like a wild man.”
“Did you know about Billy and Gina?”
Buz shook his head. “Like I said, I didn’t even know they knew each other except to say hello to until last night, when Billy told us Gina was pregnant. We used to be real close, but you know how it is with teenagers. You wake up one morning and you don’t even know your own kid. They don’t talk to you any more, they’re busy with their own lives, and you’re not a part of it. And they don’t want you to be.”
“So what does Billy have to say about all of this?”
“Oh, typical kid stuff. They’re in love and want to get married. No idea how he’s going to support a wife and baby. I guess they think they’ll live on love. But that don’t pay the rent or put food on the table.”
Weber sat down and sank back into his chair, looking at the tall deputy who stood before him looking miserable, both about the situation his family was in and for his actions that morning.
“Okay, go home and get cleaned up. I should give you a suspension without pay, but I did see Dolan throw the first punch, so I’m going to give you a break this time. But I expect you to apologize to Kelly over at the café for ruining her breakfast trade, and to Mrs. Adamczak and Angela Templeton, and whoever else you guys knocked halfway out of their seats. And I’m going to have Kelly give me a list of any damages, and I expect you and Dolan to pay for them.”
Buz nodded, “Okay, Jimmy. I’m sorry, man. It just happened so fast…”
“Go on, Buz, get out of here before I change my mind and lock you up after all. And be sure Billy doesn’t go anywhere near Gina until Dolan has a chance to calm down and I can talk some sense into him.”
Buz nodded again, and started for the door.
“Hold on.” Weber walked over to the deputy, turned him around, and pulled the piece of French toast off of his shirt and dropped it into the wastebasket. “The last thing I need is Archer thinking you’re a walking buffet and eating you before you get outside.”
***
News spreads fast in a small town, and Weber knew it was only a matter of time before Chet Wingate got word of the meleé at the café. But he was surprised at how quickly Mary Caitlin buzzed him on the intercom and said, “The mayor’s here.”
Before Weber could reply, his office door banged open and the ill-tempered little bureaucrat marched up to his desk, Councilwoman Smith-Abbot close on his heels.
“What do you have to say for yourself this time, Sheriff?
“I’m handling it, Chet.”
“This is the most disgraceful thing I have ever heard of. Two of Big Lake’s finest brawling like common ruffians in the middle of a crowded restaurant! Have you disciplined those two sorry excuses for deputies yet? I would expect no less than a thirty day suspension for both of them.”
“Nobody has been suspended, Chet. I told you, I’m handling it.”
“My God, Sheriff, don’t you have any pride? Do you have a clue how to run this office?”
The sheriff seethed under the mayor’s verbal onslaught, but unlike many of his encounters, when Weber himself was the target, he knew that the fate of two good men, men he trusted and considered among his closest friends, were on the line.
“It was a personal matter, Chet. I’ve talked to both of them, and we’re going to resolve it.”
“It’s not a personal matter, it’s a public matter!” shouted the mayor. “They weren’t fighting in the back room of the jail, or out in the middle of the forest somewhere, even though that would be bad enough. They were fighting in the middle of a crowded restaurant. Why, it will be a wonder if the Town doesn’t get sued before this is all over with!”
“Chet, I told you that…”
Before he could finish speaking, the door to his office burst open and Mary said, “Tami Gaylord’s on the phone, she says a bear has her trapped in her bathroom!”
***
Tami Gaylord lived in a small, frame house a few blocks from the center of town, and when Weber pulled his Explorer into the driveway he could hear the large woman’s screams from inside the house. As Weber exited his vehicle, Tommy Frost pulled in behind him.
“Sounds like it’s killing her,” the young deputy said. If it were anyone else, Weber might have been inclined to agree. But he had seen Tami go into hysterics over everything from a woodpecker that had attacked the tree in her yard to the winter day when the town’s single snowplow deposited a thick mound of snow across the end of her driveway. In that case, she had called the Sheriff's Office, worried that she might starve to death before somebody could come to her rescue. The fact that she had a pantry full of food and a freezer filled with steaks and chops, or that a woman her size could probably go days without eating, didn't seem to enter her mind. Still, Weber knew he couldn't just ignore the crisis. If a bear really was in her house and on the attack, Big Lake's supply of boutique shop owners selling overpriced Native American art and local woodcarvings to gullible tourists would be reduced by one.
Two more police cars pulled up, and Deputies Robyn Fuchette and Wyatt Trask joined them where they stood in the driveway.
“What can we do?” Robyn asked. In spite of all that was happening around them, Weber couldn’t help but admire her almond-shaped brown eyes, which he had found himself getting lost in more than once in the past. He had not yet mentioned his conversation with the mayor and Councilwoman Smith-Abbot about their relationship to Robyn yet, in part because Weber still wasn’t sure what the status of their relationship was.
“Let's check it out,” Weber said.
The front door of the home was closed, but around back, the sliding door had been pushed open and Tami's small poodle could be seen through an opening into the living room, standing on the back of the couch, barking furiously at a large black bear that was busy devouring a box of Frosted Flakes, on a floor littered with trash. The bear, it’s face was covered with flour, paused to look at the newcomers in the doorway, then turned its attention back to a half-eaten loaf of bread.
“Step aside, I've got a clear shot at it,” said Wyatt as he shouldered his AR-15.
“Put that damn thing down,” Weber told him. “All that's going to do is piss him off. Get your shotgun. You too, Tommy.”
“Are we going to shoot it?” Robyn asked.
“Not if we don't have to,” Weber told her. “But if we do have to shoot it, I want to use something big enough to get its attention.”
All the while, Tami Gaylord’s screams continued to come from inside the house. Weber keyed the button on his handheld radio and asked the dispatcher, “Judy, do you still have Mrs. Gaylord on the phone?”
“Yes, but I can't understand most of what she's saying because she's screaming so much. She said she's trapped in the bathroom and the bear’s outside the door.”
“If she'll shut up long enough to hear you, tell her we're here and to just stay put.”
Tommy and Wyatt were back, both holding pump action 12 gauge Remington shotguns with synthetic stocks and forearms. Weber’s deputies carried their shotguns loaded with three rounds of buckshot backed up by four rounds of slugs. He told them to unload the weapons, then reload them with the slugs first in line.
Taking Tommy’s shotgun from him, Weber said, “Okay, all this guy wants is a free meal. If we left him alone he might leave whenever he's done, but I guess we really should get him out of there just in case he decides to have that damn yappy dog for dessert.”
He turned to Wyatt and asked, “Do you still have those flash bang grenades you were showing me?”
Wyatt nodded, and for once, Weber was glad for his gung-ho deputy’s personal stash of armament. “How many do you want, Sheriff?”
“Just one, Wyatt. All we’ve got is the one bear, that ought to do it.”
“What are you going to do?” Robyn asked.
“I'm thinking that if we pop the flash bang off and stand back away from the door, it might scare it to where it runs back outside.”
“Isn't this a job for the Game and Fish Department?” Tommy asked.
“We've got a call in to Mark Santos over at the Game and Fish Office in Pinetop,” Weber said. “He's headed this way, but he was on the other side of Show Low, so it's going to take him an hour or more to get here. I’m afraid that little mutt of Tami’s will bark it’s fool heart out if we wait that long.”
Wyatt was back with the M-84 flash bang, and Weber handed it to Tommy. “I seem to recall that you were quite the pitcher on the school's baseball team,” Weber told him. “I want you to put that on the far side of that critter, right by the archway into the living room. Everybody else, back off to the side. Hopefully, it will scare the bear and it will run out the door. And if it does, just stay out of its way and let it go. Remember, it's more afraid of us than we are of it.”
“I don't know,” said Robyn. “Did it about pee its pants when it saw me, too?”
They moved to the side as Tommy pulled the pin and lofted the grenade underhanded into the house, then quickly stepped out of the way. The next few minutes could only be described as sheer chaos, as the grenade exploded with a brilliant one million candlepower flash of light and a 180 decibel boom, so loud it shook the house and shattered the glass in the sliding door into a thousand pieces.
The bear yelped, turned tail, and rushed for the open doorway, while Mister Robert, Tami’s poodle, voided its bowels and bladder all over the back of her brand-new couch, and then fainted dead away. The bear disappeared into the forest behind the house, and after they had recovered from the explosion, Weber and his deputies stepped inside. The only sound was the ringing in their ears and their own footsteps as they made their way over assorted dishes, silverware, and food items that the bear had pulled from the kitchen cabinets.
Parks stepped over a fresh pile of bear dung and said, “Well, I guess we’ve answered that question once and for all.”
Weber realized that Tami was no longer screaming. He made his way down the hallway, with Robyn and Tommy close at his heels. When he came to the bathroom door he knocked and asked, “Tami? Are you okay?” When he got no response, he knocked on the door harder and raised his voice. “Tami, it's Jim Weber. The bear’s gone. Open the door.”
When there was still no response from the other side of the door, Weber said, “Tami, answer me or I’ll have to break the door down!”
Only silence met him in return.
“Well, here goes,” Weber said to his deputies, then stepped back and threw his shoulder against the door. It was a flimsy, hollow-core door and gave much more easily against the sheriff's attack than he had expected, banging inward. His momentum sent him stumbling into the bathroom, where he sprawled over Tami Gaylord’s lumpy body sitting in the bathtub with her legs dangling over the side.
Tami was a lot of things, but a good-looking woman wasn't among them, even on her best day. This day, seeing her naked except for a pair of black French-cut panties, at such close range, Weber wondered how she had ever managed to marry four or five different men, who were all happy to give her a large settlement and leave within a year or two of entering into matrimony. He also wondered where anybody could find French-cut panties that big.
He scrambled to his feet, hearing his deputies snickering behind him, then put his fingers against Tami’s neck, finding a strong pulse. “Tommy, call the ambulance. I think she just passed out, but I want be sure she didn’t bang her head or something.”
“Should we move her, or at least get a blanket to cover her up?” Robyn asked.
“I'm not sure we want to move her,” Weber said, “but I definitely want her covered up.”
***
“You blew up Tami Gaylord’s house with a hand grenade?” Chet Wingate screeched, and Weber held the telephone receiver away from his ear, which was still ringing from the flash bang.
“It wasn’t a grenade like you blow people up with,” Weber said.
“No, you just blew up a house with it! We’ll be lucky if Mrs. Gaylord doesn’t sue the town for every penny we have!”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Weber replied, “and we didn’t blow up the whole house. All we did was break the glass in the sliding door and a couple of windows.”
“Sheriff, do you have any common sense at all?” Chet asked.
Weber had to admit to himself that, in hindsight, using the flash bang probably wasn’t the best decision he had made that week, but it really did seem like a good idea at the time. Who knew the damned things were that loud?
“Look, Chet, Tami is fine, just a little bump on the back of her head. And most of the damage in the house was done by the bear, not the grenade. When I left, her she was in the middle of her usual histrionics, but Tami acts that way if someone gets in the express lane at the grocery store with more than fifteen items.”
“Don't make light of this,” the mayor said. “I’ve already had a phone call from Grover Recker and he's hot!”
“If you look up the term “ambulance chaser” in the dictionary, you'll see a picture of Grover,” Weber said. “Has there ever been anything he wasn't hot to sue somebody about?”
“Sheriff, you are skating on thin ice,” the mayor warned. “Now, I expect you to get together with Mrs. Gaylord and Recker and get this whole thing straightened out. And in the meantime, what are you doing about those two hooligan deputies of yours that started a riot in the café this morning?”
“I told you, I'm handling it,” Weber said, his irritation beginning to show.
“Well see that you do!” the mayor shouted and slammed down the telephone, breaking the connection.
Weber sat for a moment holding the telephone receiver in his hand and looking at it. Usually it was him hanging up on the mayor, and he wasn't exactly sure what to do with this turn of events. Finally, he shrugged and hung up the telephone, then pushed the intercom button on his desk and summoned Mary Caitlin.
“One thing I can say for you, Jimmy, things never get boring around here,” Mary said as she took a chair beside his desk.
“Give me a break, Mary,” Weber pleaded. “I had to see Tami Gaylord naked!”
“Yeah, and I had to clean a dead guy’s dried blood off the floor. Everybody's got their troubles.”
“How are Carl and Abby doing?”
“I think they'll be better once they're back in their own home,” Mary said. “Abby still says she doesn't think she can be there again, but she’s a tough lady. She’ll handle it.”
Weber was silent for a moment, and Mary studied his face carefully. “What is it Jimmy? Something’s eating at you.”
“I don't know,” the sheriff told her. “Something just keeps bugging me. Why would a guy like Chandler show up here in Big Lake? If you're an escapee on the run, why would you pass up places as big as Albuquerque, or even Gallup, and find your way so far back here in the mountains?”
Mary shook her head and said, “I don't know. Why does any criminal do the things they do? Nobody said this guy was a Rhodes scholar, Jimmy. If he was smart, he wouldn't have been busted as many times as he had been. He was mean and evil, but that doesn't mean he had any common sense at all.”
“You're probably right,” Weber told her, “it’s just one of those things that happen, and it’s too bad it had to happen here, to nice folks like Carl and Abby.”
“What do you mean probably right?” Mary sniffed at him. “Have you ever known me to be wrong yet?”
“Well, you did marry Pete about a hundred years ago.”
Mary laughed and said, “It wasn’t a hundred years, though sometimes it does seem that way. Besides, I was a horny young thing, and in my day and age, young ladies did not do the deed without benefit of a ring on their finger.”
“That's a lot more information that I really needed to have on a day like this,” Weber told her.
“What?” Mary said with a laugh. “You didn’t think I liked getting my rocks off when I was a youngster? Let me let you in on a little secret, Junior,” she said leaning close to him, “Old ladies like it, too!”
Weber blushed several shades of red, and Mary enjoyed a hearty laugh at his discomfort. Finally she managed to calm herself down, wiped tears from her eyes, and then sat back in her chair. “So what are we going to do about Buz and Dolan?”
“I don't know,” Weber admitted. “Dolan's furious. In the state he was in today I'd be afraid of what he might do if he caught Billy coming around to see Gina.”
“Well, these things happen to people all the time,” said Mary, “and somehow or another they manage to get through it.”
“Yeah, but most of those people don't carry guns for a living,” Weber told her.
“So what are you going to do?” Mary asked him.
“I guess I’m going to go and try to talk some sense into Dolan. With any luck, he’ll shoot me instead of Billy. Then they can call Pete back to work and he can handle all of this.”
“You leave that old man out of this,” Mary warned him. “He needs all the stamina he can get just to keep up with me these days. I am in my sexual prime, you know?”
“Too much information, Mary,” Weber told her. “Way too much.”
He left her laughing at him in his office and walked outside to his Explorer.
***
Wendy Reed opened the door to Weber’s knock and said, “He's around back, cleaning out his truck so he can turn it in.”
“Can’t you talk any sense into him?” Weber asked her.
“I've been trying to get through to him since last night,” Wendy said. “I've never seen him this way before, Jimmy.”
“Let me see if I can get him to listen to reason,” Weber told her. He walked out to the driveway and into the backyard, where Dolan was using a large canister style shop vacuum to clean his department issued pickup truck. He didn't hear Weber's approach over the noise of the vacuum, and when the sheriff tapped him on the shoulder he looked up, then went back to his task without saying a word.
“Dolan?”
There was no response, so Weber leaned down and unplugged the vacuum from the extension cord leading out from the garage.
“There's nothing to talk about, Jimmy,” Dolan said. “I’ll have this thing cleaned up in an hour or so and I'll drop it off, or you can have somebody come by to pick it up, whichever you want. As long as it's not that asshole, Buz.”
“Come on, Dolan. I know this is bad, but we’ll all get through it together. We’re family.”
“No,” Dolan said, pointing at the house, “My family is in there. That woman and those kids are my family. They're all that matters!”
“And how do you expect to feed your family and pay the bills without a job?” Weber asked him.
“This isn't the only place in the world where a cop can work,” Dolan said. “I’ve got twenty years on the job. You think I can't find another department that will have me?”
“That's right, you've got twenty years on the job. And you just turned 41 last month. How many departments are looking for 41-year-old men, Dolan? They're all looking for young bucks, and that’s not you or me anymore, my friend. And even if you did find another job, do you really want to move your wife and kids out of the town where they have lived all their lives and start over someplace new?”
“Don't you call me friend,” Dolan said. “Friends don't turn their back on friends when they're in trouble, Jimmy. And as for this town, it can go to hell, and everybody in it. Including you!”
“What would you have me do, Dolan?” Weber asked him. “Should I have let you and Buz keep on fighting right in the middle of the café? Should I turn you loose and let you go hunt down Billy Carelton? And then what, Dolan? Should I let you beat the hell out of him? How's that going to help anything? Is it going to make this baby go away? You can't turn back the clock. Your family has a bad situation here and you have to man up and deal with it!”
“That's easy to say when it's not your kid,” Dolan told him. “How do you think I feel right now, Jimmy? What do you think is going through my mind right now?”
“I'll tell you what's going through your mind right now,” said Wendy. Neither man had seen her come into the backyard, but she marched up to her husband, who stood a foot taller than her, and looked up into his face with fire in her eyes. “The same thing that went through my daddy's eyes when I got pregnant! Do you remember that, Dolan? Do you think Gina is the first girl who ever found herself in this situation? But do you know the difference between Gina and me? When it was me, my daddy was there to hold me and comfort me, he wasn’t out in the back yard cleaning some damned pickup truck! Now, I know you’re pissed off at the world right now, Dolan Reed, but there’s a little girl in that house crying her eyes out because she’s scared and confused, and what she needs is her daddy to tell her it’s all going to be all right. Stop being her father for a minute and go be her daddy!
Dolan stared at his wife in silence for a long moment, and then he seemed to slump as the anger drained out of him. Without another word, he dropped the shop towel he had been holding and walked toward the house.
Weber stared after him and then turned back to Wendy, who remained fixed in place, looking at the back door of her home. Finally she spoke. “Did you bring his badge, Jimmy?”
The sheriff nodded and fished the gold star out of his shirt pocket and handed it to her. “Give us a day, okay Jimmy? He’ll be back to work tomorrow.”
Weber nodded and started to leave, but stopped when Wendy said, “I knew.”
“You knew?”
Wendy nodded. “Gina never said anything, but I knew. I think I knew before she did.”
“So what happens now?” Weber asked her.
“They’re young, but Billy’s a good kid. They’ll have a hard time of it, but they’ll get through it together. Just like Dolan and I did.”
 



Chapter 10
It was Friday night and Parks and Marsha Perry had driven over to Show Low to watch a movie. Weber was restless. He picked at a TV dinner listlessly, then gave up and carried it to the plastic trashcan in the corner of the kitchen and dropped it in. He wandered around his cabin, picking up a magazine from the coffee table in the living room and dropping down onto the couch to thumb through it, but couldn’t concentrate and gave up. Then he picked up the remote control and flipped through the channels on the television, trying to get interested in an old 1970s sitcom and then a documentary on the shrinking Amazon rain forest.
The old Seth Thomas clock on the fireplace mantle chimed 11 o’clock and Weber thought about going to bed, but he wasn’t tired and he feared what might be waiting for him in his dreams. He piddled around for another hour, putting a load of laundry in the washer and giving the television one more try.
Finally he gave up, turned off the television, retrieved his .45 from his nightstand and stuck it into his waistband behind his right hip and left the cabin. He drove aimlessly for a while, cruising down Main Street, where the only businesses open were the Cattlemen’s Saloon and the Arby’s restaurant, where three cars were lined up at the drive-through. Weber made a U-turn at the ski lodge and drove on, eventually finding himself in front of the large old two story house he had grown up in. The house where his sister Debbie had lived with her husband Mike before she committed the crimes that ended with Mike and two other people dead, and her in prison serving three life sentences without the possibility of parole.
Weber felt a chill run down his spine and his stomach turned over. He had to clamp his lips tight to hold down the little bit of dinner he had managed to eat. He realized that his hands were gripping the Explorer’s steering wheel so tightly that they ached.
“This is ridiculous,” Weber said out loud, and turned into the driveway. He shut off the engine and listened to it make small metallic ticking sounds as it cooled down, his hands still locked on the steering wheel.
“I can do this. I can do this. It’s just an empty old house. I lived in it for over twenty years. I can do this.” His words didn’t give him any more confidence than they had when he stopped on the road in front of the house.
As he sat in the dark, a thousand scenes went through his mind. Swinging in the tire swing that used to hang from a limb of the old oak tree in the front yard. Sitting on the broad old porch on summer evenings, eating popcorn and drinking lemonade. His father playing his guitar and singing old time songs about Casey Jones, tumbling tumbleweeds, and ghost riders pushing a phantom herd of cattle across the sky. His mother working in her garden and bringing in fresh tomatoes and ears of corn for dinner. Debbie riding the spotted pony their father bought her for her seventh birthday.
“I can do this,” Weber said again, and reached down to put his hand on the door handle. But he couldn’t open it and step outside. No matter how hard the rational part of his mind told him that it was just an empty old house, his hand stayed frozen as he fought down wave after wave of nausea. Finally, he started the Explorer’s engine, reached up with a shaking hand to put the transmission in reverse, and backed out onto the road.
Weber was almost out to the T intersection when he spotted a car backed into the driveway of a summer cabin that was closed down for the season. He pulled in beside it and rolled down his window.
“You’re up late,” Robyn said.
“Couldn’t sleep. Anything going on?”
“It’s a quiet night,” Robyn said. “Kate forwarded the phone to my cell and closed down the dispatch console at midnight. Buz just went off duty and the Antler Inn closed at 1:30, so the drunks are all home or wherever they’re shacking up for the night. I pulled over a trucker who was doing 20 over the limit out there on the highway and gave him a coupon good for $125 off his next paycheck, but that’s it.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes, then Robyn said, “There’s plenty of room over here.”
Weber didn’t take a minute to consider, slipping out of his vehicle and into the passenger door of Robyn’s patrol car. There was more silence, but it was the comfortable silence of two people with a lot of history behind them. Somewhere along the way they found themselves holding hands and eventually they shared a kiss, and then another. Before they knew it, their hands were working hard to get past uniform buttons, Robyn’s ballistic vest and gun belt. Like a couple of lust-crazed teenagers, they made their way to the back seat.
“This is crazy. What if someone sees us?” Robyn asked as she frantically pushed her boots off while Weber was loosening his belt.
“Let them call a cop,” he told her. “Just don’t answer the phone if it rings.”
Soon they were naked and locked together, months of pent up passion exploding out of them.
Afterward, Robyn chuckled as she lay under him. Weber pushed himself up and asked, “What’s so funny?”
“This. Us. Humping in the back seat like a couple of high school kids.”
“Except we don’t have to get home by curfew,” Weber said.
“Well… that and I don’t think high school kids have your staying power, Jimmy. The only time I was ever in this particular position before, it only lasted about ninety seconds.”
“And that was just the first round,” he told her. “Can a high school kid do this again? Especially so soon?”
He leaned down to kiss her but Robyn turned her head. “Jimmy, we really can’t do this. Not here.”
He kissed her ear and nibbled on the lobe, and soon her protests turned into soft moans. The last thing Robyn managed to say was, “You’d better be willing to carry my books home after this.”
***
Finally dressed and back in the front seat of Robyn’s car, she said, “I love you. You know that, right?”
“I know that.”
“I need you to know that,” Robyn said. “I don’t know what’s going to happen between us down the road, Jimmy, but I love you.”
He kissed the back of her hand and said, “I love you too, Robyn.”
It was the first time he had ever said that to her, and a tear trickled down her cheek. Robyn reached up to brush it away.
“I know what the mayor said to you, about our relationship.”
“How did you….”
“Come on, Jimmy, nothing happens in that office that everybody doesn’t know about in five minutes.”
“Screw Chet Wingate.”
“No thanks,” Robyn said. “He’s not my type. But we can’t just ignore this, Jimmy. If he takes this to the Town Council…”
“Listen, Robyn, Chet has brought complaints about me before the Council so many times that I can’t remember. It never comes to anything.”
“But this is different. This is us they’re going to be talking about. I know you don’t give a damn what people think of you, Jimmy, but I do.”
“Are you ashamed of what we have together?” he asked her.
“Oh no, Jimmy, no!” She leaned over and held his face in her hands and looked into his eyes. “But put yourself in my place, professionally. What will people say when they find out that Big Lake’s first female deputy is sleeping with the sheriff? How much respect will I get in the department? On the street?”
“Robyn, you’re a fine deputy. You earned that badge.”
“You know it, and I know it, Jimmy. I think everybody at work acknowledges that. But how many people in this town are going to think that I only got it by screwing the boss?”
“So what’s the answer, Robyn?”
“I don’t know, Jimmy. But I do know that as much as I love you, I also love being a deputy. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be. And I have to be honest, as much as it hurts to tell you this, but if I had to choose between the two, I honestly don’t know what I’d do.”
“I know what I’d do,” Weber told her. “If they make me choose between you and this job, I’ll stick my badge so far up Chet Wingate’s fat ass that it will take a team of surgeons to get it back out.”
“Oh, Jimmy,” Robyn said, and pulled him close.
The first glimmer of daylight was just appearing over the mountain when Weber finally climbed back into his Explorer and drove home.
 



Chapter 11
Weber was tired and cranky from lack of sleep, but he managed to down enough strong, black coffee to get his eyes open. But it wasn’t enough to make dealing with Tami Gaylord and her attorney, Grover Recker, any easier.
“This is an outrage!” Grover ranted the minute they sat down in the back of Tami’s store. “My client has suffered irreparable harm! She has a concussion, her home has been destroyed, and she is psychologically damaged by this experience.”
“Your client does not have a concussion,” Bob Bennett, the Town’s attorney said. “According to the medical report, she suffered a small bump on her head when she passed out.”
“Passed out because of the hand grenade this man threw into her home!” Grover shouted.
Weber winced as the little man’s voice assaulted his aching head, seeming to echo inside his skull. “It wasn’t a hand grenade, it was a flash bang. It makes a loud noise and a bright flash of light and that’s it.”
“Whatever it was, you threw it inside my client’s home with complete disregard to her safety or to what damage it might do.”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Weber said.
“And that’s your excuse? It seemed like the thing to do at the time?” Grover asked.
Weber shrugged his shoulders. “It’s all I’ve got.”
“Well, that’s not enough,” Grover said. “Not nearly enough!”
Grover Recker was a small man with an abrasive attitude who barely made it through law school, finishing at the very bottom of his class at the University of Arizona. It took him three attempts to pass the Bar examination to get his license to practice, and he made his living taking on any case where he thought he could make a quick settlement and get out, usually with a hefty percentage of whatever payment came his clients’ way. The fact that he and Weber had been in the same classes all through grade school and high school didn’t mean he was going to give the sheriff any leeway. Grover smelled blood and was closing in on the kill.
“You can’t just throw a hand grenade into somebody’s house and say, “It seemed like the thing to do at the time.””
“It wasn’t a hand grenade,” Weber repeated, “it was a flash bang.”
“I don’t care what you call it! Your actions were plainly negligent.”
“Actually, I threw it, not Sheriff Weber,” Tommy Frost said.
“Deputy Frost was just following my orders.”
“I don’t care who threw the damned grenade,” Grover said, “the point is…”
“Wait a minute,” Tami interrupted. “You threw the grenade?”
“Yes ma’am,” the young deputy told her. “And I’m really sorry, Miz Gaylord. I’d do anything to make it right with you. I really would. I feel just awful about it.”
Grover started to say something and Tami cut him off. “Shut up, you little twerp! Can’t you see that this poor boy feels bad enough already without you making it worse?”
“Tami, I’m just trying…”
“Oh, get out of here,” Tami ordered, pointing toward the door. “This was all just an unfortunate incident. Why, this young man laid his very life on the line to protect me!”
She turned back toward Tommy and said, “I really appreciate you coming to my rescue after that bruin invaded my home, Deputy…?”
“Frost, ma’am, Tommy Frost.”
“Well, Mr. Tommy Frost, you are my hero! Can I give you a big hug?”
When Weber walked back into the Sheriff’s Office, Mary asked, “Well, how bad was it?”
“It wasn’t bad at all,” Weber told her. “We settled out of court. Oh, and see if you can round up somebody to take Tommy’s shift tonight, in case he can’t make it. He’s working on a special assignment. Kind of an undercover thing.”
***
Weber decided that since the piles of paperwork he so despised had completely taken over his desktop, it was time to accept the inevitable and start whittling away at them. Once he got started, he was surprised at how well it went, and by early afternoon he had made a significant dent. A knock at the door interrupted him and he looked up to see Dolan Reed, in uniform.
“Got a minute, Jimmy?”
Weber waved him in and pushed himself away from his desk. Dolan was obviously uncomfortable, and shifted from one foot to the other.
“Sit down, Dolan.”
Taking a seat, Dolan said, “I guess I’ve got some amends to make.”
“Got your head out of your ass yet?”
“Yeah. I don’t have any excuses, Jimmy. I just went way off the deep end. I’m sorry.”
“How’s Gina?”
“Gina is…. she’s scared, she’s confused. But she’s going to be okay.”
“So what happens next?”
“We pick up the pieces and go on with life. Gina has this crazy idea that she and Billy are going to get married and live happily ever after. No idea how they’ll pay the bills, or feed a kid. She always talked about college, but I guess that’s out the window now.”
“Not necessarily,” Weber said. “A lot of girls have babies and still go to college. Wendy did.”
“Yeah, and it was damned rough. I wanted better for my kids than Wendy and I had.”
“I’m not a father, Dolan, but I think every parent wants that for their kids. And while it was damned rough, you guys made it. I know they’re just kids, but in spite of this little stumble, Gina and Billy both have good heads on their shoulders. They both come from good stock.”
“That kid…. I still want to wring his neck. But I remember back when it was me and Wendy, and I ask myself how I can blame him for doing the same thing I did.”
“That’s the problem with men and teenage boys,” Weber said. “God gave us two heads, but not enough blood to supply oxygen to both at the same time.”
Dolan grinned ruefully. “Ain’t that the truth?”
“Don’t you have crime to fight somewhere?”
“Yeah, but first I need to drive over to see Buz and eat some crow. If he don’t shoot me on sight.”
“Is there going to be a problem there? You’re not going to strangle Billy or anything like that, are you?”
Dolan shook his head, “Naa, I still want to whip his ass, but I’d have to go through Buz and Kathy, and Wendy and Gina to do it.”
Weber extended his hand, and Dolan shook it. “It’s good to have you back, Deputy.”
***
Larry Parks, carrying a thick manila folder, showed up just as Weber signed off on the last form of the day. Not that there weren’t more forms and reports needing his attention, but because he had finally managed to reduce the supply enough to see a good two square feet of the surface of his desk. He had decided that there was only so much a man could do in one day.
“I told you I’ve been doing some research into this Jerry Lee Chandler,” Parks told him. “I just got copies of his full criminal record. He was from Ohio; Mom was a drunk, Dad disappeared when he was a baby. Bounced around from one family member to another and in and out of foster homes most of his life. He spent time in juvenile facilities from the time he was eleven years old. Typical kid stuff; joy riding, shoplifting, burglary, before he graduated to the big time. Besides the armed robberies he got busted for, he was a suspect in half a dozen more, mostly in the Midwest. All credit unions and banks.”
“A regular John Dillinger,” Weber said.
“Yeah, except it didn’t take the whole FBI to bring him down. Just one senior citizen with a gun he bought at a swap meet.”
“There you have it,” Weber told him. “That’s where our government is dropping the ball in the war on crime. They need to get rid of all you highly-trained professionals and hire a bunch of old codgers. Turn a few guys like Carl Weston and Pete Caitlin loose and they’d clean up the streets in thirty days.”
“Hey, I don’t disagree with you at all,” Parks said. “And if you’d hire me to be the dogcatcher, I’d let one of them have my job tomorrow.”
“The ironic thing is that it was an old codger that brought Chandler down after the North Platte robbery that sent him away the last time,” Parks said, reading one of the papers in the folder he held.
“What do you mean?”
“After he shot the guy in the bank, him and his partner ran out and headed for their getaway car parked at the curb. But an old farmer was parked two cars back and heard the gunshots in the bank. He grabbed a .22 rifle out of his truck and was waiting when they hit the sidewalk. He cut loose and got off several shots before they made it to the car. One hit Chandler in the leg and broke his tibia. He fell down, his partner jumped into the car and left him there.”
“Damn! Talk about the Wild West!”
“Well don’t forget, Jimmy. There was a time when North Platte was the Wild West! I think old Buffalo Bill himself hung out there for a while. Who knows, maybe that old farmer was some of his kinfolk?”
“Whoever he was, he had balls,” Weber said. “Taking on a couple of armed robbers with just a .22. Did they ever catch his partner?”
“Partners. Several witnesses said there was another guy behind the wheel. They got clean away with the loot, $48,000. There were two other guys at the other robberies he was suspected of, too. Chandler refused to identify them, even when the prosecutors offered to shave ten years off his sentence if he did. There were a lot of rumors that his gang would come back and bust him out of jail before his trial, but they never showed up.”
“So much for honor among thieves,” Weber said. “Did they ever get the other two?”
Parks shook his head. “Not then, they didn’t. But a year after the North Platte heist there was another robbery, this one was in…” he referred to his paperwork before continuing, “Here it is. Sedalia, Missouri. Same MO, two guys went in and one stayed out in the car. It went bad, too. This time an off-duty cop was in the bank and he followed them outside and engaged them. Killed one and the other two got away, but he was pretty sure he winged the driver. The dead guy? It was a fellow named Timothy Chandler.”
“No way!”
Parks nodded again. “Yep, Jerry Lee Chandler’s older brother. Another career criminal.”
“Don’t tell me,” Weber said. “The cop that shot him? He was a codger getting ready to retire, right?”
This time Parks shook his head. “Nope, he was a rookie in his first year on the job. He probably got promoted right to detective after that.”
“Did the wounded driver ever show up at a hospital?”
Parks shook his head again. “They found the car a couple of hours later in a grocery store parking lot. Just like in the other robberies, it had been stolen two weeks before, and the license plates on it were stolen from another car. There was a lot of blood on the front seat, which supports the theory that the driver had been hit, too. But he never showed up anywhere looking for medical attention. Which means either he wasn’t too badly wounded, or he died and his partner dumped his body somewhere where it was never found. Also never found was the $50,000 and change from that robbery.”
“Do you remember when the mayor wanted to give Archer that Medal of Valor a few months back?” Weber asked, referring to an incident when Chet Wingate had tried to get his bumbling son honored for the one and only useful act he had ever performed as a deputy, when he had driven his patrol car into a riot on Main Street.
“Yeah, what ever happened with that?” Parks asked.
“The Town Council shot him down and Chet pouted for a while,” Weber said. “But I’m thinking we need to award a medal to Carl Weston. Because he certainly did the world a favor when he blew this guy away.”
***
Pleased with himself for getting so much paperwork done, Weber had decided that a nice rib eye at the Roundup Steakhouse was in order. Parks, with his uncanny ability to sniff out a good meal quicker than a bloodhound takes the scent of an escaped convict, was only too happy to keep him company. A couple of quick telephone calls got Marsha Perry and Robyn online, and the foursome met at the rustic restaurant just after 6 p.m.
It being a Saturday evening and the place was busy, but a pretty waitress dressed in a cowgirl outfit and boots got them seated quickly and took their drink orders. Weber wanted a beer, but settled for a Pepsi since he was in uniform, as did Robyn. Parks, deferring to Marsha’s current diet craze, ordered a diet soda, but refused to budge when she tried to talk him out of the sixteen ounce ribeye in favor of a petite cut sirloin.
“You don’t need all that red meat,” she told him, and Parks gave her a pained expression.
“Oh, but I do, lady! Between your insatiable sexual appetite and my active lifestyle, this body needs fuel to operate.”
“Active lifestyle, my foot!” Marsha said, nudging him in the ribs with her elbow. “Who fell asleep halfway through the movie last night?”
“It was a chick flick! You’re lucky I didn’t snore!”
“Who says you didn’t? And as for my sexual appetite, if I’m too much woman for you, whose fault is that? And you can be replaced. Don’t forget, Bob is waiting in the wings anytime you can’t keep up.”
“Bob? Who’s Bob?” Robyn asked.
“You know, Bob,” Marsha told her. “Every girl needs a Bob to fall back on.”
“I just know I’m going to regret this,” Robyn said warily, looking at the evil grin on Marsha’s face. “But I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Marsha leaned over the table and said in a stage whisper, “B-O-B. Battery Operated Boyfriend. Bzzzz Bzzzz Bzzzz.”
Robyn blushed and the table broke up with laughter. Diners at other tables looked at them curiously as they tried to compose themselves, with limited success.
Sitting together in the booth, Weber was aware of Robyn’s leg against his, and memories of their encounter the night before brought a smile to his lips. Never one to miss anything, and with the instincts of a bloodhound, Marsha squinted at him.
“Okay, what’s the smile all about, Jimmy?”
“Smile? What smile?”
“That smile! What have you been up to?”
“Can’t a man just smile because he’s happy? I’m sitting here having a good meal with good friends. Isn’t that enough to smile about?”
Growing up with Weber’s sister Debbie, Marsha had a schoolgirl crush on Weber for years that had evolved into a mature friendship. Though it had been tested in the days after Debbie’s crimes were revealed, their relationship had survived and grown even deeper.
“No, that’s not just a regular happy smile, that’s a… oh my God! You guys did the deed, didn’t you?”
Robyn blushed again, and Marsha leaned over the table again. “Details, girlfriend! I want all of the nasty, sordid, sweaty details.”
Hoping to escape Marsha’s inquest, Weber looked away at the rough cedar walls, decorated with western memorabilia, worn saddles, steer horns, branding irons, and old Winchesters.
Before Marsha could break out the thumbscrews, Robyn was saved when a strident voice said, “I told you I don’t want milk! I told you I want root beer! Give me root beer!”
Weber looked across the restaurant’s narrow aisle to where a casually well-dressed young couple were trying to reason with a petulant boy of about eight or nine as their harried waitress was delivering their food order.
“Now Conner, we’ve had this discussion,” his mother explained. “If you drink soda this late, you won’t sleep tonight. And we’ve had a busy day, haven’t we? And guess what? Tomorrow we’re going on a hike! Won’t that be fun?”
“I don’t want to go on a hike,” the boy protested. “I hate this place! I want to go home.”
“Conner? We’re here to have fun,” said his father, a handsome man with a deep tan and a perfect mouthful of gleaming white teeth. “We can’t have fun if you’re going to behave this way. Now eat your dinner, and when we get back to the lodge I’ll see if we can rent a video game for you to play. Is that a deal?”
Conner shook his head and folded his arms across his chest defiantly.
“I’ll tell you what, drink your milk and we’ll get you ice cream for dessert,” his mother promised. Her tan was even deeper than her husband’s and her teeth were even whiter.
“No! I want root beer!” Conner shouted and swept his plate away in an explosion of beef, French fries, peas, and milk that hit the waitress full force, with stray pieces of food and a shower of milk making their way past the unfortunate woman to land on Parks and Weber’s arms.
As the young waitress stepped back in disbelief at the boy’s assault, his mother quickly corrected him, saying, “Now Conner, that wasn’t nice! You know better than that, don’t you? How do you think these people feel after getting your food all over them?”
“I don’t care!” Conner shouted. “I told you I wanted root beer!”
“Well, just for that, you’re not getting ice cream,” his father told him. “And you can forget all about the video game too, young man!”
“I don’t care,” the boy told him, “I hate the stupid lodge and I hate this place, and I hate you!”
“That’s enough, Conner. You apologize to these nice people or you’re going on time out.”
The boy shook his head stubbornly and glared at his father.
“That’s alright,” Parks told the father, “boys will be boys. Where are you folks from?”
“We’re up from Tucson,” the father replied as the waitress tried to blot up the mess with a towel. “Trying to have a good time, but Conner here doesn’t seem to have much appreciation for the great outdoors, do you, buddy?”
Arms still folded across his chest, Conner refused to answer.
“Where are you folks staying?”
“We’re at Eagle’s Nest Lodge,” the father said as he tousled his son’s hair. “It’s a neat place, isn’t it, Conner?”
“I hate it!”
“Eagles Nest? Wow, that’s the place where the flesh eating worms live,” said Parks. “I’m afraid of that place. You be careful there, Conner!”
The boy looked carefully at Parks, not wanting to relent an inch, but curiosity overcame his natural obstinacy. “Flesh eating worms?”
“Oh yeah. They didn’t tell you about the worms? Well, I guess they wouldn’t. It would be bad for business.”
“He’s just fooling you,” the father said, sending Parks a warning look.
“Oh no, they’re real!” Parks assured the boy. “They were some kind of hybrid night crawlers that this mad scientist who was staying at the lodge created. His idea was to turn them loose in the lake and they’d eat the brains out of the fish and he wouldn’t have to buy a rod and reel. He’d just reach in the water and scoop them out. But they got free and turned on him first, and now…. well, you’d never get me to sleep at that lodge!”
“Oh come on, now, you’re going to scare the boy,” Conner’s dad said. “Tell him that’s just a story, or we’ll never get him to bed tonight.”
Parks held his hand palm up, “I swear it’s the truth! And when you go to sleep, they crawl up your nose and into your ears and eat your brains! Your head becomes empty and then it just sort of caves in.”
Weber had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing out loud at his friend’s latest stunt. Beside him, Robyn was leaning forward with her face in her hands as Parks told his wild tale. Even Marsha was struck dumb for once.
“And ya know what, Conner? Sometimes they don’t eat your brains right away. Nope, sometimes they lay their eggs inside your head instead and they wait to hatch until you get back home to Tucson.”
“Stop it,” demanded Conner’s mother. “My son is A.D.D. and you’ll give him nightmares!” She put a protective arm around the boy, who had not said a word, just stared at Parks in horror.
Parks dug into his jeans and pulled out his badge case and flashed it at Conner. “Didn’t your mom and dad tell you that you can always trust the police, Conner? I’m a policeman. And these two here,” he indicated Weber and Robyn, “They’re police officers, too. And this lady next to me is a scientist from Washington D.C. We’re up here trying to figure out a way to stop the worms, but so far…” he shook his head sadly. “We lost a nice little boy yesterday who was just about your age. What was his name? Sam? Stuart? Doesn’t matter, with no brain he couldn’t know you if you called him by name anyway.”
Conner began to whimper, and his parents hustled him out of the restaurant, his mother turning to hiss at Parks, “You are a very, very sick and evil man!”
Once they were gone, the foursome at the table broke up with laughter, as did the waitress. A couple at another table applauded Parks and said, “Bravo!”
“A.D.D. my butt,” Parks said. “I hate that excuse from parents who won’t discipline a kid. A.D.D. means absolutely devoid of discipline!”
“That kid’s going to be in therapy until he’s at least thirty,” Weber said, shaking his head. “I wonder how long it will be before I hear from Chet Wingate on this one?”
Almost on cue, his cell phone rang, and Robyn said, “No way! Not that fast!”
But it wasn’t Mayor Wingate, it was Deputy Tommy Frost calling. “Sheriff? I think I just found the car that escaped convict used to get here. And there’s a dead guy in it.”
***
The car was a beat up old 1980 Nissan Sentra with Colorado license plates, and it was parked in the carport of a small, white frame house with green trim on Hopi Lane, two streets over from where Carl and Abby Weston lived. The trunk was open and the car was illuminated by the headlights of Tommy’s truck, which was parked at the entrance to the driveway.
“I’m surprised you had the energy to make it to work tonight,” Weber said, and even in the artificial light, he could see the handsome young blonde deputy blush.
“I was just driving around on routine patrol,” Tommy said. “I knew Mister and Miz Martin were in Las Vegas this week, because my mom and Miz Martin are friends and my mom gave her $10 to play the slots for her. I saw the car with out of state plates and decided to check it out. It comes back to a fellow named Richard Moynahan from Pueblo, Colorado, which is only about 30 miles from where that convict escaped. When I got close I could smell it. The car was unlocked, so I used the trunk release to pop the lid. I sure wish I didn’t.”
“You’ve sure had a bad day, haven’t you?” Weber said “First Tami Gaylord, and now this.”
“I’ve got to be honest with you Sheriff, I’m not sure which was worse.”
Even from thirty feet away, Weber could smell the strong odor coming from the car. It was a smell he knew well, and it never led to anything good. He walked up to the car and used a flashlight to look into the trunk, where the body of a man was folded up inside. His hands and feet were tied and a rope was knotted tightly around his neck, digging into the flesh. It was hard to tell how old the man had been but he looked unkempt, with a scraggly beard and a fringe of long hair around a mostly bald head.
“Call out the troops,” Weber said. “It’s going to be a long night.”
 



Chapter 12
Sunday morning, Weber was on the telephone with a detective from the Pueblo, Colorado Police Department. The detective’s name was Will Timpkins, and he told Weber he was very familiar with the dead man in the trunk of the Nissan.
“Rich Moynahan was one of our lost souls,” Timpkins said. “He came from a good family here in town. In fact, I went to high school with his younger sister, Allison. The family owns a construction company and all of the kids work in the family business, except for Rich. He got into drugs and booze when he was a young teenager and never did get straight. His parents must have sent him off to half a dozen rehab clinics, some more than once, but it never took. He’d come home and hang around for a while, go through the motions, but then he’d get busted for some petty theft, or a DUI or possession. Or he’d just disappear again.”
“He have a long rap sheet?” Weber asked.
“Yeah, but nothing serious. He was pretty much harmless. Oh, he’d rip off a GPS if you left your car unlocked, or a purse if a lady walked away and left it in her shopping cart at the grocery store. And he wouldn’t hesitate to shoplift a bottle of wine or booze when he could get away with it. But a lot of his stuff was vagrancy, public intoxication, that kind of thing. He was never violent or anything like that.”
“He wasn’t reported missing?” Weber asked.
“No reason to think anything was wrong,” Detective Timpkins said. “Nobody kept close tabs on him, and it would have been impossible anyway. He just came and went whenever the spirit moved him.”
“Any idea how he would have wound up with a guy like Chandler? It doesn’t sound like they would move in the same circles.”
“Knowing Rich, he may have picked him up hitchhiking,” the detective said. “Or, he may have been sleeping in his car along the road somewhere when Chandler came up on him. He did that a lot. He pretty much lived in that car.”
Weber ended the call by telling Timpkins he would keep him abreast of the investigation from Big Lake, though both agreed that it was likely that Chandler had killed Moynahan and stashed the body in the Nissan’s trunk soon after they crossed paths in Colorado.
Weber rubbed his gritty eyes with the heels of his hands, and tried to remember the last time he had had a good night’s sleep. Parks somehow managed to look somewhat refreshed as he sat a cup of coffee in front of the sheriff. After Weber shared his conversation with the Colorado detective with him, Parks whistled. “This Moynahan sounds like a loser, but he sure didn’t deserve to go out that way.”
Chad Summers, who had been sitting at a desk writing up his report on the preliminary forensics examination he and Dolan Reed had done on the Nissan, nodded. “I keep thinking that Carl and Abby Weston are two of the luckiest people on earth. Chandler was a stone cold killer, no doubt about it.”
“I have to tell you, I don’t know if I could have kept as cool a head as Carl did when he capped that sucker,” said Dolan. “And I’m supposed to be trained.”
“Well,” Chad said, “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again; Chandler was scum, and nobody’s going to miss him.”
***
“Have you ever seen anything like this?” Chad asked as the fifth wildly painted school bus passed where they were parked in the gravel lot of the volunteer fire station.
“Not since I spent a week in San Francisco when I was in the Army.”
A beat up Volkswagen bus passed them and a young woman waved from the passenger side.
“They seem friendly enough,” Weber said.
“Yeah,” Chad acknowledged. “Do you think they’re going to be a problem?”
Weber blinked his eyes and worked his stiff neck around in a circle, trying to get some relief from the kinks in it.
“Oh, I imagine they’ll have plenty of pot, and maybe some acid, and you’ll get to see some boobs if you go out to their camp. But my thinking is that if they keep it all to themselves and don’t bother anybody in town, we’ll try to look the other way. We’ve got enough on our plate already.”
“Did you get any sleep?”
“I stretched out on the couch in my office for an hour or so,” Weber told him. “Then Doc Williams called with his preliminary results on the body. He wanted to thank us for giving him something to do on a Sunday morning, by the way.”
“So what did the good doctor have to say?”
“Pretty much what we knew already. Richard Moynahan died from strangulation caused by that rope tied around his neck, and he’d been dead for several days. They’ll do a full autopsy down in Tucson.”
Another old bus passed, this one painted red, white, and blue, with an American flag design, except the flag’s stars had been replaced by peace signs. Three laughing women in the bus’s windows raised their blouses to flash their bare breasts at the officers.
“Like I said, they seem friendly enough,” Weber repeated.
***
Except for a dozen calls from citizens alarmed by the invasion of hippies in their mountain town, the rest of the day was quiet. They had a call about a stolen boat, but it turned out that the owner had not tied it up at the dock and it had simply drifted away. Another fisherman found it and towed it to shore. Deputy Wyatt Trask wrote a ticket to a woman from Kingman for doing 50 miles per hour in a 25 zone, and was offered a quickie if he would let her go. The deputy gave her the ticket, and she promised to tell everybody she knew that Big Lake was a speed trap before she signed the ticket and drove off. Overall, a quiet Sunday afternoon in the mountains.
Weber went home a little after 6 p.m., put a TV dinner in the microwave, and sat down on the couch to pull his boots off. He fell asleep with the right boot off and the left one halfway there, and never heard the microwave ding when his meal was done. For once, no demons invaded his dreams, and when he opened his eyes again, the illuminated hands of his wristwatch read 2:13 a.m. Weber reheated the TV dinner and ate it standing at the counter in the darkened kitchen, stripped off his stale uniform, took a long, hot shower, and went to bed. The demons still stayed away and the next time he woke up it was daylight.
 



Chapter 13
The good night’s sleep left Weber feeling more refreshed than he had been in months, and he needed it, because when he walked into his office, Mayor Chet Wingate was waiting for him.
“Sheriff, have you made any headway on the theft of the town's mascot? Delores Drachman has been calling me for days now.”
“I'm surprised she even cares,” said Weber. “Didn’t she find a new playmate to replace that sculptor a long time ago?”
“That's no way to talk about one of the town’s leading citizens,” said the mayor heatedly. “And her personal life doesn't matter. A crime has been committed and every citizen of this town is a victim.”
“I’m not too sure about that, Chet,” Weber told him. “Most of the people I know seem glad to see the ugly thing gone.”
“That's just like you, Sheriff Weber! You're more than happy to look the other way while this town descends into chaos. Have you even started an investigation into this theft?”
“No I have not, Chet. I've had some other things going on, like a shooting investigation and finding a dead body in a stolen car. Forgive me for not looking for your silly statue, I guess I've got my priorities all screwed up again.”
“Don't you sass me, Sheriff Weber! You need to remember that I'm your superior.”
Weber wasn't willing to let the little martinet spoil his morning. It was a brand new week and he planned to enjoy it. “Chet, Chet, Chet. You’re chubby, cranky, dizzy, silly, occasionally delusional, and always irritating. But the one thing you never have been and never will be is my superior. Let's get that straight right now, okay?”
The mayor's face turned red, but before he could say anything, Weber cut him off.
“Look, Chet, I'm pretty sure that whoever stole that damn turkey cut it up and sold it for scrap before we ever got to the scene of the crime. I’ve got phone calls out to the junkyards around the area, but I've got to be honest with you, I'm not real optimistic. I think Thomas the Turkey is history.”
“What about this dead man found in a car? How come I'm the last to know about it?” asked the mayor.
“Because it's an ongoing investigation and it's really none of your business. There is nothing in my job description that says I have to report every activity to you or to the Town Council.”
“Everything that happens in this town is my business! How am I supposed to run this town if I'm kept in the dark all the time?”
“You may think you run this town,” Weber told him. “But the way I understand it, the Town Council runs things, and I run this department. Why don’t you go back and run your hardware store, Chet? Don’t you have paintbrushes or something you need to sort?”
The mayor turned and stalked toward the door, pausing to say, “One of these days you're going to go too far, Sheriff. And when you do, I'm going to be standing right there waiting. That will be the day, my friend. Indeed, that will be the day!”
As the door slammed behind the mayor, Mary Caitlin said, “Well, I guess he told you what for, didn't he? You really do need to be more respectful of your superiors, Jimmy.”
“That will be the day, my friend,” Weber told her. “That will be the day.”
***
It seemed like the stars were aligned to sabotage the sheriff’s good mood, no matter how hard he tried to fight it. He had hardly settled into his chair and looked at the latest stack of paperwork that appeared on his desk when the door to his office popped open and Mary said, “You need to get over to the Thriftway. Frank Harrelson has locked himself in his office and won't come out.”
“And that's a problem for me because…?”
“Apparently he's on the store's PA system saying all kind of crazy things and causing quite a disturbance,” Mary told him.
“Oh hell,” Weber said, “I should've known I couldn't get through one day without having some crisis to deal with.”
“While you're at the grocery store, could you pick me up some apples, a dozen eggs, and a gallon of milk?” Mary asked him as he headed for the door.
Weber paused and turned back to her. “What?”
“Well, I figure if you're going to be as cranky as old Pete is on a Monday morning, I might as well treat you just like I do him and see if you can make yourself useful.”
“Mary, do you know why husbands usually die before their wives?” Weber asked her.
“No, why?”
“Because they want to!”
***
A small crowd of employees and shoppers were gathered at the front of the grocery store when Weber arrived.
Stacy Cooper, a middle-aged woman who had worked at the grocery store for as long as Weber could remember, ran up to him and said, “You have to do something, Jimmy! He's gone crazy.”
“What exactly is going on?” Weber asked her.
“I don't know. Mr. Harrelson came in and everything seemed normal. He walked around the store a little bit like he always does, making sure the shelves were stocked properly. Then he went upstairs to his office and a little bit after that Julie came in and went upstairs. The next thing I know she came back down crying, and Mr. Harrelson was on the PA system telling everybody to clear the store, it was closing down forever. Then he started throwing things out his office window.”
“Julie? Julie Smith?”
Stacy nodded her head, and said, “I tried to get Julie to tell me what was going on, but she was crying and got in her car and drove away.”
Two more police cars pulled into the parking lot and deputies Buz Carelton and Wyatt Trask joined Weber.
“Okay,” Weber told Stacy, “you stay out here and make sure nobody goes in the store. Do you know if anybody else is in there besides Frank?”
Stacy shook her head and said, “I don't think so. But I'm not sure, I just got out of there when he started acting so crazy. What do you think is wrong with him, Sheriff?”
“Who knows? Maybe he got a bad prune Danish or something. In this town, nothing would surprise me.”
Weber and his deputies walked into the grocery store and almost immediately something came sailing down from the open sliding glass window of the manager's office, which was located on a mezzanine above the main floor. The object, a metal stapler, landed five feet in front of Weber.
“Attention all shoppers, beware of falling prices, and falling staplers!” The announcement over the store’s public address system was followed by laughter and then the sound of sobbing.
Weber looked up towards the window and called out, “Frank? What are you doing up there?”
The store's manager, Frank Harrelson, was a pallid-faced nervous little man who had always reminded Weber of a walking corpse. Whatever personal crisis he was going through, he seemed more agitated than Weber had ever seen him when he shouted, “Look out below! Falling telephones!” A moment later the heavy black telephone from Harrelson's desk hit the floor and shattered into a dozen pieces. Weber and his deputies jumped out of the way to avoid being hit by the flying debris. It was quickly followed by a calculator, and then a coffee cup.
“Frank, what the hell are you doing?” Weber shouted. “Stop throwing things at me like that! You're starting to piss me off!”
“Attention all shoppers,” Harrelson replied over the PA system, “The store is no longer open for business. We are closing forever today. Who cares? I don't care, do you care?”
“What the hell is with that guy?” Buz asked. “I mean, he's always been weird, but not like this.”
“I don't know,” Weber said. “But something set him off, and maybe I have an idea what it is. You guys stay here and keep an eye on him. I'll be right back.”
He walked back outside and found Stacy Cooper holding court over the rest of the store's employees and curious shoppers who were hanging around to see what would happen next.
“Do you have Julie Smith's phone number?” Weber asked her.
“I don't remember it, but it's programmed into my cell phone,” she told him.
“Would you call her, please?”
Stacy pulled her phone out of the dark blue smock all Thriftway employees wore, flipped it open and pushed a button, then handed the telephone to the sheriff. Weber held the phone and listened to it ring several times, and then it switched to voicemail. Julie Smith’s recorded voice apologized for missing his call and asked him to please leave a message and promised she would call back as soon as possible.
“Julie? This is Sheriff Weber. I need you to call me back as soon as you get this message. It's really important.” Weber left her his cell phone number, then closed the phone and handed it back to Stacy.
“What happens next?” Stacy asked him.
“Hell, I don't know,” Weber told her. “Sooner or later he's got to run out of things to throw at us, or maybe he’ll fall asleep.”
“Well, you be careful. You do know he’s got a gun in there?”
“Frank has a gun?”
“Sure he does. He keeps it in his desk drawer in case of a robbery.”
In his wildest dreams, Weber couldn’t picture the nervous little storekeeper confronting a robber with gun in hand, but it was turning into one of those weeks already, and it wasn’t even noon on Monday yet.
He walked back into the store, where Frank Harrelson was now singing a terrible rendition the old Hank Williams song I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry over the public address system.
***
An hour had passed and Julie Smith hadn't called back. Weber had started up the stairs toward the office, only to find it barricaded by a large old wooden office desk Harrelson had pushed to the head of the stairs and piled high with stacks of paper towels, mops, brooms, and other assorted supplies. Several times he had tried to communicate with the store manager, but each attempt resulted in more items being thrown out the window and more inane announcements over the PA system.
Weber and Buz were sitting on plastic lawn chairs just out of range of Harrelson's missiles, drinking sodas from the cooler and munching on potato chips. Dolan Reed had joined them and Weber had watched the two men carefully to see if there were going to be any more fireworks like there had been in the café. But they appeared to have resolved their differences, and while they were not as openly friendly as they usually were, they seemed to be getting along, at least on a professional basis.
“So what’s with old Frank?” Dolan asked. “He always been a fussbudget, but he seemed like he was afraid of his own shadow.”
“I don’t know about his shadow,” Buz said. “But I know he’s terrified of his wife and father-in-law.”
Bridget Harrelson was a large, ill-tempered woman who spent most of her waking hours perched on a blue velour sofa watching daytime talk shows and evening reality programs on the giant screen television that dominated one wall of her living room. Not so much because she enjoyed the broadcasts, but because she delighted in telling the forlorn people whining about their dysfunctional lives on the talk shows what losers they were, and cheering every time a reality show contestant lost and had to go home.
Bridget seldom moved from the couch and almost never left the house, except for a monthly foray to the Thriftway that her father owned and her husband managed. Those expeditions usually resulted in at least one employee quitting in tears and others cowering as she loudly berated them for anything from what she perceived as their lack of customer service, to their failure to accomplish more with their lives than a dead end job in a small town grocery store.
They say that the acorn doesn’t fall far from the tree, and Anthony Wilson, Bridget’s father, seemed to prove that old axiom true. He was even larger than his daughter, with an even worse disposition. The main difference between the two was that Wilson scorned the talk and reality television shows his daughter so loved. He was addicted to old television westerns and had a library of both popular and obscure programs on tape and DVD. Maverick, Cheyenne, The High Chaparral, Rawhide, Wagon Train, The Rebel, Sugarfoot, Gunsmoke, The Rifleman, Laramie, Bonanza, The Virginian, The Big Valley… Anthony had them all and more. But unlike his daughter, who hated everybody she saw on television, Anthony adored his cowboy heroes and in his mind he saw himself as one of them.
His wardrobe consisted entirely of comfort-fit blue jeans topped by fringed cowboy shirts with pearl buttons. Anthony owned a collection of cowboy boots made from exotic materials such as rattlesnake and ostrich skin, all of which has been custom made with Velcro-closed slits up the back to accommodate his thick legs and ankles.
Also, unlike his daughter, Anthony never left his spacious log home, which was decorated with enough old saddles, six guns, lariats, branding irons, and other Old West memorabilia to fill a small museum. Instead, he frequently picked up his custom telephone, made from a steer horn, to demand a full report on the day’s sales, or to summon his son-in-law to the house to submit to a long harangue about how if it were not for Anthony’s love for his only child, Frank would be standing in a bread line somewhere waiting for a handout.
Like many people who had been born into money and never worked a day in their lives, Anthony Wilson looked down on the hired help, and to him that’s what Frank Harrelson was, no more than hired help. His grandfather had left a modest fortune, a large chunk of which Anthony’s father had squandered on bad real estate investments and a series of ex-wives. Anthony’s own wife had reduced what was left by half in the divorce settlement she received before disappearing, never to return to Big Lake and her one attempt at motherhood.
Frank Harrelson, a man with a roving eye and many faults, had two redeeming qualities – he was an excellent businessman who could turn a nickel into a dollar, and he never put his fingers in the cookie jar. Up a female employee’s skirt or down her blouse, yes, but never in the cookie jar. If it were not for Frank, Anthony and Bridget would have been bankrupt years before, but neither was willing to admit that and Frank suffered their abuse in silence being too afraid of losing his job as manager of the Thriftway, and his access to a series of female employees willing to play footsie in exchange for a decent paying job with health care benefits.
But all that had changed when Julie Smith had come to work at the Thriftway. A tall, thin girl with mousy brown hair, thick plastic framed eyeglasses and a pronounced overbite, Julie had stolen Frank’s heart by the time the ink had dried on her employment application. She had just graduated from Big Lake High School and had never had a boyfriend, or even a date. With no experience with the opposite sex and little self-confidence, it had not taken long for her to submit to the older man’s advances. Their first time had been in the cramped storeroom one night after the store had closed, but to Julie it seemed like the bridal suite of the fanciest hotel in some exciting, far off city like New York or London.
But this was no quick slam bam conquest for Frank. At age 46, he was amazed to discover that he had fallen completely head over heels in love with the young woman and wanted her at his side forever. As long as his wife or father-in-law never got word of the affair.
“Well, I’m getting tired of sitting here,” Buz said, draining his soda and crumpling the can in his hand. “If we can’t talk him out of there, maybe we should let Wyatt Earp shoot him down after all.”
“Speaking of Wyatt, where did he go?” Weber asked, standing up to look around. It took him a minute, but he eventually spied his deputy stretched out in a prone position two aisles away, eye glued to a pair of binoculars. His AR-15 lay close by his side.
“You okay over there, Wyatt?”
“10-4, Sheriff. I don’t have the target in site at present, but he keeps moving around. I’m ready the minute you give me the green light.”
“Wyatt, I told you, no shooting, remember? Frank’s just having a meltdown. He’ll come down out of there eventually.”
“10-4, Sheriff. But if you need me to lead an assault, I’m ready.”
“Yeah, well let’s hold off on that for now, okay?”
Seeing movement down below, Frank Harrelson appeared in the window and threw a box of rubber bands at Weber, then launched into a refrain of The Old Gray Mare over the public address system.
“Well, the good news is that maybe he’s out of heavy stuff to throw at us and he’s down to nonlethal office supplies,” Dolan said.
“Let’s hope he keeps it that way,” Weber said. “Don’t forget, he’s supposed to have a gun up there.”
“I prefer dodging staplers and calculators to lead,” Buz agreed, “but I do think his singing is getting worse.”
They were interrupted by Tommy calling on the radio from his position at the front door. “Jimmy? I’ve got Julie Smith out here.”
“Send her in,” Weber told him. A moment later, Julie made her way into the store, stepping carefully over the debris of office equipment and supplies that Harrelson had thrown from above.
Weber had always thought of Julie Smith as an insecure young woman who had settled for whatever attention she could get from Frank Harrelson because she believed that he was the best she could hope for. But he noticed something different about her as she joined the sheriff and his deputies. She walked a little more erect, her eyes weren’t downcast, and there seemed to be a little steel in her backbone. It was subtle, but it was there.
“I’m sorry, Sheriff, I had my phone turned off because I didn’t want Frank calling me,” she told Weber. “I just got your message.”
Even though they had been involved in an affair for at least a year, Weber had never heard Julie refer to her boss as anything but Mr. Harrelson, never his first name. Yes, something was definitely different.
“Oh my God, what has he done?” Julie asked, looking at the mess around her.
“He’s really lost it,” Weber told her. “Do you have any idea what set him off, Julie?”
Before she could answer, Frank Harrelson popped his head out the office window. “Julie? Is that you? You came back!”
“I’m here, Frank. Come down so we can talk.”
“I’m coming, Julie. I’m coming!”
“Frank, when you come down, I need to see your hands. I know you’ve got a gun up there,” Weber told him, but Harrelson didn’t answer. The love of his life was waiting for him down below. He scampered over the obstacle he had built at the top of the stairs like a monkey after a stalk of bananas, tripping and falling halfway down, but he quickly regained his feet and rushed to Julie’s side. Weber was relieved to see that the man wasn’t armed, but he gave Harrelson a quick pat down, just to be sure. Or at least the best pat down he could do with the two star-crossed lovers locked in a tight embrace.
“I’m so sorry,” Harrelson was telling Julie. “We’ll work it out. All that matters is that you came back to me!”
“I’m back, but it can’t be the way it has been, Frank. Something needs to change.”
The older man was making assurances of change and promising his eternal love. Although Weber doubted a man like Frank Harrelson could really change for very long, he was relieved that at least the current crisis was over. Or so he thought.
He should have known better.
There was a loud commotion at the front of the store and an obviously enraged Bridget Harrelson came huffing and puffing her way into the store, with young deputy Tommy Frost hanging onto her arm like a tiny dog with its teeth locked onto someone’s pants cuff, trying in vain to stop them. Poor Tommy wasn’t having much success.
“Where is that whore?” Bridget screeched. “When I get my hands on her, I’m going to rip every hair out of her head! There you are!” Seeing Julie, she charged forward, with Tommy in tow.
Julie ducked behind Harrelson and said, “Stop her, Sheriff. She’s gonna kill me!”
“Let me at her,” Bridget demanded, trying to muscle her way past Dolan and Buz, who were doing their best to hold her back. “You home wrecking little slut. How dare you seduce my husband?”
Julie was crying and trembling as she cowered behind Harrelson for protection.
Hearing the voices of his wife and mistress at the same time, Frank Harrelson’s worst fears were realized. But he was too far gone to care. “Go away, Bridget, it’s all over between us.”
“Oh, you’re right. It’s over! When I get done with the two of you, you’ll both wish you were dead,” bellowed Bridget, throwing herself against Buz and Dolan’s arms in a vain attempt to get to her husband and Julie. Weber wasn’t sure how much longer his deputies could hold out against 350 pounds of hate-filled, scorned woman.
Frank Harrelson had his Julie back and he didn’t care that Bridget was doing her best to scratch Buz Carelton’s eyes out, while Dolan and Tommy tried to fit handcuffs around her flabby wrists. Bridget screamed even louder and fought harder to reach the couple. Somehow Dolan and Buz managed to get her onto the floor and, using two sets of handcuffs linked together, secured her arms behind her. Oblivious to what was happening around them, Frank and Julie were locked in an embrace and cooing words of love to each other.
Just when Weber thought the day couldn’t get any more bizarre, he heard Wyatt shout “Gun!” and turned to see an obese apparition from the Old West storming in the door, clad in a black cowboy-cut shirt with white fringes on the arms and white pearl buttons down the front. He was armed with a long barreled old single action thumb buster Colt revolver in his hand.
“Where is that lyin’ cheatin’ son-of-a-bitch that done my baby girl wrong?” Anthony Wilson demanded to know.
Weber drew his pistol and pointed it at the man. “Drop the gun!”
“I mean you no harm,” Anthony told the sheriff, “but I aim to shoot that yellow-bellied dog down right where he stands.” He pointed the old gun at Frank. “There you are!”
Seeing the gun in Anthony’s hand, Frank Harrelson did what was probably the only brave act of his entire life when he stepped forward and in front of Julie, shielding her with his own body.
“Drop the gun!” Weber ordered again, but Anthony was lost in some Old West fantasy where honor mattered more than mortality, and he ignored the sheriff. “You can live or you can die. It’s your decision,” Weber told him.
Anthony made his decision, thumbing back the hammer on the .44-40 Colt. The gun may have been an antique, but it was just as deadly as it had been when a long dead Texas outlaw named Dud Biggs had used it to rob the Waco stage and ended up with a bellyful of buckshot for his trouble.
Weber’s front sight was centered on Anthony’s chest and his finger was tightening on the trigger when Wyatt’s rifle roared from close behind him and Anthony stumbled backward, the old Colt clattering to the store’s tile floor. He sank to his knees and then fell over backward.
Weber was deafened by the rifle’s blast, but he yelled, “Hold your fire!” and stepped forward, his pistol trained on the man on the floor. He kicked Anthony’s gun away and knelt over the large man, seeing the splotch of blood on his stomach. Anthony was laying on his back, his eyes were open and he was blinking rapidly as he panted, trying hard to breathe.
“Call an ambulance!” Weber shouted, trying to make himself heard over the bedlam behind him and the ringing in his ears.
***
“He’s going to live,” Doctor Williams said as the MedEvac helicopter lifted off from the pad at Big Lake’s medical center. “But he’s damned lucky. If he weighed 150 pounds less he’d probably be dead right now. I think all that blubber deflected the bullet just enough to keep it from taking out anything he can’t live without.”
“Yeah, well I guess that’s why we don’t see too many walruses dying of gunshot wounds around here,” Weber told him. “How about Bridget Harrelson?”
“She’s fine. Or as fine as a woman her size can be. It wasn’t a heart attack, she just passed out when her father got shot. She was awake by the time the ambulance got her here. I could hear her cussing out the nurses all the way down the hall.”
Weber walked back inside with the doctor, and sure enough, the minute they stepped inside, the sound of Bridget Harrelson’s loud voice greeted them.
“I said I want a Doctor Pepper, you stupid twit! I’ve suffered a traumatic event and now I have to deal with this? Don’t you know anything about taking care of patients?”
Weber followed the doctor down the hall to the examination room, where Bridget was propped up on two pillows, with an array of monitors connected to her arms and chest. Weber was pretty sure that the fact that she was busy throwing a tantrum would probably skew any readings the machines could pick up.
“There you are,” Bridget shouted when she saw the doctor. “Where the hell have you been? I’m dying here!”
“Calm down, you’re not dying, Mrs. Harrelson. I was busy saving your father’s life.”
“Stupid hick doctor, what do you know? I want to be airlifted to the Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale where I can get professional care.”
“You don’t need to be airlifted anywhere,” the doctor told her. “Besides, the only helicopter in the area is on its way down with your father.”
“And what are you going to do about all this?” Bridget demanded when she realized Weber was there, too.
“Me? Not much I can do, Bridget. I don’t know how to fly a helicopter, even if we had one.”
“Not that, you dumbass! What are you going to do about that maniac that shot my daddy?”
“Deputy Trask? He’ll be off for a few days while the State Police review the shooting, but his actions were justified.”
“Justified? He shot my father in cold blood!”
“Your father was pointing a loaded gun at your husband. I was about ready to shoot him myself.”
“That’s man’s not my husband! I’m divorcing that ungrateful bastard. After all I’ve done for him, he takes up with that little whore and destroys my store. I want him arrested!”
“He’s the store’s manager, I don’t think I can arrest him for trashing his own place. I think the best I could probably do is disturbing the peace.”
“What about that little whore of his? I want her arrested for alienation of affection.”
“Look, Bridget, nobody’s getting arrested at this point, okay? And if anybody was, I’d be inclined to arrest you for disturbing the peace and assaulting three of my deputies. And I’m pretty sure your father’s going to be looking at assault with a deadly weapon before this is all over.”
“What? Why you stupid idiot, I’ll have your job for that! When I get through… “
Weber’s week was already ruined, but he felt like he didn’t need to add to his woes, so he left Bridget to the tender ministrations of Doc Williams and his nurses.
 



Chapter 14
“Damn, Jimmy, I go off and leave you alone without adult supervision for one day, and this is what happens,” Parks said as he plopped himself down in the chair next to Weber's desk. “What's this town coming to? Two barricade situations in a week’s time? If I wanted this, I’d have stayed down in the big city. I came up here to Dog Patch to live the laid-back mountain lifestyle, but you hillbillies are getting pretty rough!”
“Yeah, it's just like you, Parks. When I need you, you’re off on the Reservation playing with the BIA folks.”
Part of Parks’ job was to be the FBI’s liaison with the White Mountain Apache Reservation. He had spent the day with the Bureau of Indian Affairs investigator, Gordon Hahn, searching for a series of suspected meth labs on the reservation. Hahn was a thoroughly dislikable, florid-faced man who tended to bull his way through life, counting on his bulk and bravado to cover up his lack of professional skill and social grace. He failed at that as badly as the mints he constantly chewed on to hide the alcohol on his breath failed to do their job.
“Hey, I'll trade you a crazy man throwing office supplies over Gordon Hahn any day of the week,” Parks said. “I spent the day riding around with him looking at those supposed labs and I’ll tell you what, Jimmy, I'd rather breathe in whatever they're cooking than the air in Hahn’s car. I don't know what that man eats, but if it’s as nasty going in as it is coming out, we need to take him to a veterinarian.”
“He is a delightful human being, isn't he?”
Parks shook his head and said, “That man makes me embarrassed to be a Federal employee. Hell, he makes me embarrassed to be a human being! He has absolutely no business being in his job. We’re in a little restaurant down there in Whiteriver having lunch, and it’s all I can do to gag my food down, sitting there in the booth with him. My pappy’s got hogs back on the farm that have better table manners. And all the while he's talking about the Apaches, calling them things like blanket asses and war whoops. I'm surprised the waitress didn't spit in both of our plates; mine just because I was with him!”
“So did you find the meth labs?” Weber asked him.
Parks shrugged his shoulders and said, “Who knows? I think I could be cooking meth in Hahn’s living room and he wouldn’t know it. The man's just a waste of skin.”
“So it was just a wasted day, huh?”
“Not at all! It made me appreciate just how much I love you and how much you mean to me,” Parks said, batting his eyelashes at Weber. “And speaking of true love, I want all the dirty details on Harrelson and that little gal of his. What set this whole thing off?”
“Well, it looks like Julie got herself pregnant, and when she told Harrelson about it and asked him to do the right thing, he hemmed and hawed like he does about everything in life. So she told him if he wasn't man enough to take responsibility for his baby, she was done with him and walked out. Old Frank didn't know what to do with himself, so he wigged out. He started trashing the store, then he called his wife and her daddy and told them both he was finished. Told them all about Julie, and that if he couldn't have her, he didn't want anything. He had an old beat up Taurus .38 in his desk drawer and he was trying to work up the courage to blow himself away. I'm glad Julie showed up when she did, because I think he was just about ready to pop a cap himself.”
“So what happens now?” Parks asked.
“As far as I know, they're going to get married and live happily ever after,” Weber said. “It's a long shot, he’s at least twice her age, but who knows? It's not exactly like I'm an expert on personal relationships, is it?”
“Well, the good news is, old Wyatt Earp finally got to shoot somebody. I bet that made him happy.”
“Not really,” Weber told him. “For all his macho ex-Marine, SWAT team bullshit, Wyatt lost it after he shot Anthony Wilson. He was shaking so hard that I had to have Dolan drive him home. I told Dolan to stay there with him for a while, just to make sure he's okay.”
“There's a big difference between shooting holes in paper or knocking down silhouette targets and shooting a real person,” Parks said. “Maybe the boy got himself an education today. Hopefully, it'll make a better law officer out of him.”
Weber's mind flashed back to the shooting of Steve Rafferty, and he said, “Yeah, there's a difference.”
Parks watched his friend's face carefully. “Are you okay, Jimmy?”
Weber looked past him at the wall for a moment, and then said, “The other day, Molly asked me if it came down to the wire and I had to pull the trigger on another person, could I do it. I told her then that I really didn't know. But I was just about to do it today when Wyatt shot that guy. So does that mean I'm okay?”
***
Weber left the office a little after 5 p.m. and drove to the small apartment that Wyatt Trask rented. It was located in a quickly thrown together two-building complex that, in the sheriff’s opinion, was as much of an eyesore as Thomas the Turkey had been.
Dolan answered his knock and let him in.
“How is he?”
“He hasn't had much to say,” Dolan told him. “Except to ask me a couple dozen times if I thought Wilson was going to make it or not.”
Wyatt sat on his couch, staring at the television, but not really comprehending anything he saw. The sheriff sat down in the chair near him, but Wyatt didn't acknowledge his presence.
“Wyatt? Are you okay?”
Weber had to repeat himself before the deputy looked up. “Is he dead?”
“No,” Weber told him. “I just talked to the hospital down in Phoenix, and he’s going to live.”
Wyatt breathed a sigh of relief. Then the tension drained from his face and he broke down, crying loud, deep sobs. Weber moved to the couch and put his arm around the deputy, who buried his face in the sheriff's shoulder and let out all of the pent-up emotion he'd been holding inside since the shooting.
Dolan looked on with concern, not sure what to do.
“It’s been a long day, why don’t you take off, Dolan,” Weber told him. “I’ll sit here with Wyatt for a while.”
***
“How's Wyatt doing?” Robyn asked when Weber walked into his cabin three hours later.
“He's pretty shaken up,” Weber told her.
“And how about you, Jimmy,” Robyn asked him with concern in her eyes, as she wrapped her arms around him. “Are you okay?”
“I’m okay, Robyn. I really am. I learned something about myself today. Something I needed to know.”
Her head was nestled into his shoulder, but Robyn pulled back to look at him. “What?”
“I learned that I’m still a cop. I learned that while I’ll never forget killing Steve Rafferty, I’m getting past it. I wasn’t too sure if I could ever use my gun again if I had to, and that’s a really scary thought for a cop. But today, I was ready to do it. I didn’t want to, and I’m grateful as hell that I didn’t have to, but I could.”
Robyn pulled his face down and kissed him. The kiss lasted a long time and when they finally broke apart, Robyn asked him, “Are you hungry?”
“Yeah, I’m hungry,” Weber told her. “But not for anything I can get in this kitchen.”
“I bet the kitchen is more comfortable than the back seat of my squad car,” Robyn said.
“I know a better place,” Weber told her, and led her into his bedroom.
***
Weber woke up at daylight with something nagging in the recesses of his mind. It wasn’t another nightmare, for which he was grateful, but it was something. He lay there trying to figure out what it was, but it was a phantom and wouldn’t come to him. Beside him, Robyn stirred and opened her eyes.
“You okay, Jimmy?”
“Yeah.”
Robyn got up and padded her way across the room to the bathroom, then came back to bed and snuggled up to him. “Hold me,” she whispered,
Weber did, and as she fell asleep, whatever was troubling him faded just out of his grasp. Eventually he drifted off, spooning Robyn, his hand cupping her breast.
 



Chapter 15
“Man, how can a girl that looks that good, smell that bad?” Chad Summers asked as the ambulance door closed on a young woman who seemed totally oblivious to the fact that she was strapped down to a stretcher.
“If I were you, I’d drive with the windows open,” Weber advised Pat Price, and the paramedic just shrugged. “I’ll take a stinky hippy over a floater from the lake any day, Sheriff.”
Chad and Weber had responded to the Mountaintop Pharmacy about a shoplifter, and arrived to find the woman sitting on the floor in a semiconscious state. Three empty bottles of cough syrup lay beside her, and she held a fourth that was only half full.
“I tried to get her to leave,” said Angela Templeton, wife of the town’s only pharmacist, who also happened to be the senior member of the Town Council. “But she just ignored me and started drinking the cough syrup. So Kirby said to call you. Is she going to be okay?”
“Yeah, she’s just stoned,” Weber said. “I’m gonna run out to Bugle Meadow and see if anybody there knows her. I’m pretty sure she’s part of that crowd.”
“Well, I think it’s just disgraceful,” said Angela. “Coming in here smelling like the inside of a garbage can and stealing from honest businesspeople. And that’s what it is, too! It’s stealing, Jimmy!”
“I know, Angela, and I’m sorry.”
Her husband approached them and said, “Angie, Donna needs your help at the cash register. She can’t get the receipt tape to load.”
“Oh, that girl! I must have shown her how a hundred times,” she said with exasperation. She laid a hand on Weber’s arm and said, “Thank you, Jimmy. You take care out there, okay?”
“Will do,” Weber told her, tipping his Stetson.
As she walked away, Templeton asked, “Do you have a minute, Sheriff?”
“I’ll wait in the car,” Chad said, and Weber and Templeton moved to a quiet corner of the pharmacy.
“What’s up?” Weber asked.
“The usual. Chet Wingate has a list of your sins to present at the Council meeting tomorrow night. Now, the stolen sculpture, that’s nothing to worry about. Fact is, if we took a vote, I’m betting we could get enough citizens to agree that it’s the best thing to happen in town in a month.”
Weber nodded. “Yeah, well, you know Chet. He’s not happy unless he has something to get all fired up about.”
“I wish that was all it was,” Templeton told him. “What was that scrape between Buz Carelton and Dolan Reed all about?”
“It was a family issue that spilled over into work,” Weber told him. “It was handled and I told them both to apologize to Angela and everybody else that got caught up in it.”
“They did,” Templeton said. “So Billy Carelton’s going to be a daddy, huh?”
Weber looked at him and Templeton chuckled. “You can’t put much over on the guy who runs the only drug store in town. Gina Reed and Tiffany Woodenhouse were in here a while back acting all nervous, buying a home pregnancy test. They said it was for a friend.”
Weber chuckled and shook his head.
“Anyway, Chet sees that as proof that you can’t run your department. It’s an embarrassment, but it’ll blow over. But this thing with Deputy Fuchette, he’s going to make a real stink over it.”
In spite of himself, Weber felt his face redden and his jaw clench.
“Easy, big guy,” Templeton warned him. “I know you think it’s your personal business and all that, but you’re wrong. There are some people in this town, and on the Council, that frown on that sort of thing.”
“So what’s going to happen?” Weber asked him. “Because I’ll tell you right now, Kirby, if I have to choose between Robyn and this job, I’d rather go drive a school bus or dig ditches.”
Templeton regarded his longtime friend. “So it’s like that, is it?”
“Yeah, Kirby, it’s like that,” Weber told him. “It’s exactly like that.”
***
Chad and Weber started seeing the first signs of the Enlightened Love Movement’s gathering three miles from the turnoff to Bugle Meadow. There was a scattering of long-haired men and women of all ages alongside the road; some hitchhiking, some walking, some just standing watching the occasional car or truck passing by. Without fail, most of them acknowledged the two lawmen with a smile, a wave, or a nod of the head.
The closer they got to the turnoff, the more evidence of the group they saw. Cardboard signs with ELM or peace symbols painted on them; people and dogs, and at one point they had to slow down for a flatbed truck that had a wooden shack built onto the back. The truck was barely moving and black smoke billowed from the exhaust pipe. Thirty yards down the road it came to a stop in a cloud of smoke and steam.
Weber steered his Explorer around the truck and stopped beside the driver’s door. A giant of a man with long red hair and beard, wearing bib overalls with no shirt on underneath, was climbing out from behind the wheel
“Do you need any help?” Weber asked.
“No sir, I appreciate the offer,” the big man said, “But I’ve been patching this thing together with spit and baling wire for so long that I have it down to a science.”
Three young children, who could have been boys or girls but all had their father’s red hair, looked out at him from inside the truck and smiled and waved. Weber waved back, nodded to the man as he pushed the truck’s hood up, and drove on.
They turned off the highway at the graded Forest Service road and drove another two miles through the trees to where Bugle Meadow opened up in a five mile wide swath of grass with Artillery Creek winding through it. Local history said that in 1872, a twelve-man U.S. Cavalry detachment had camped at the creek while guarding a supply train of six wagons. When a group of renegade Apache warriors had ridden out of the trees at the edge of the meadow, a single shot fired from the light cannon accompanying the wagon train had convinced the Indians that attacking would not be a good idea, and they went off in search of an easier target.
This day there were no blue-clad Cavalry troopers or war-painted Apaches to be seen, but the sight that beheld the two small town lawmen could not have been any more bizarre. An assortment of wildly painted vans, school buses, and old cars were parked in the meadow in no particular order, with a large crowd of men, women, and children milling about. Some were in small groups, others seemed to wander about aimlessly, and others lounged on the ground or sat cross-legged. Most had long hair and their ages ranged from young children in cloth diapers to a few who looked old enough to have been at Woodstock back in 1969. A few flashed peace signs at them, but most just regarded the police vehicle with mild curiosity and went on about their business.
“Damn, Jimmy, there’s a bunch of them,” Chad said with a whistle. Just then, two women and a man strolled past, all topless and passing a small brass pipe. The pungent smell of marijuana wafted on the air. To their left, four naked women joined hands and danced in a circle.
“Put your eyes back in your head, Coach,” Weber said, addressing the older man with the title he had earned when he had coached Weber’s Little League team years before.
“MaryAnn never has had a problem with me looking,” Chad told him, “just as long as I don’t touch.”
They got out of the Explorer and a chubby young woman wearing tattered jeans and a T-shirt with a picture of Bob Marley on it smiled warmly at them. Her hair was tied in two braids that hung over her shoulders and she wore a silver ring on every finger. “Welcome to our encampment. Would you like some herbal tea, or something to eat?”
“No thanks,” Weber said. “I’m Sheriff Weber and this is Deputy Summers. Can you tell me who’s in charge here?”
She looked around and spread her arms. “Nobody’s in charge. We’re all just here doing our thing. That’s the beauty of the whole event, don’t you see? No rules, nobody telling anybody what to do or when to do it.”
“Okay, well somebody had to organize things,” Weber said. “Who would that be?”
She just smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “Who knows? Who cares? Just enjoy the moment. It’s all good.”
“Okay, well, do you know this woman?” Weber asked her, showing her the picture of the young woman from the pharmacy on Chad’s digital camera.
She studied the image for a moment and shook her head.
“Who could we ask to find out who she is?”
The woman shook her head. “Man, we’re not into identities and all that excess baggage,” she told them. “Who needs it?”
Weber realized that he was not getting anywhere and thanked the woman for her time. He and Chad strolled around the encampment for a while, stopping occasionally to ask who might be in charge, and showing the picture to different people, but none of them seemed to have any idea who the woman was. The best they got was a couple who paused from erecting their teepee to say that the woman looked “kind of” like someone named Ruth or Truth, or maybe Ruby. But it couldn’t be her, because she died of hepatitis two years ago. Or was it cancer last year?
Eventually they spotted a large blue plastic tarp that was strung between two buses to provide a shelter, with a hand-painted sign that said First Aid. Under the tarp they found an older couple treating minor injuries, mostly sunburns and scrapes. A large cardboard box with “Practice Safe Sex” and “Free” scrawled on the side held foil wrapped condom packages.
The woman looked up from dabbing some sort of ointment on the sunburned back of a skinny teenaged girl and asked, “Can I help you?”
Weber introduced himself and showed her the picture on the camera. “Do you know this woman?”
“I have no idea. But as you can see, this whole thing is pretty loosely organized. We don’t have any sort of registration or anything. People just show up and hang out. Is she in some kind of trouble?”
“She came into the pharmacy in town stoned on something and then drank a bunch of cough syrup. She’s at the medical clinic and we just wanted somebody to know.”
“Well, there are always going to be a few people with abuse problems anyplace. If anybody comes by here looking for her, I’ll tell them where she’s at.”
She finished with the girl and told her, “There you go, Rosemary. Keep your back covered so it doesn’t get worse.”
The girl hugged her, said thank you, and walked away.
“So are you the official nurse?” Weber asked her.
She laughed, a pleasant sound that reminded the sheriff of happy children playing for some reason.
“Does anything here look “official” to you, Sheriff? No, I’m just Caroline.”
“Just Caroline?”
Caroline’s steel-gray hair hung down her back in a long braid. She had what could only be described as laughing eyes of a startling blue. Weber instinctively knew that this was a good person who enjoyed life to the fullest, no matter what situation she found herself in. She nodded. “Burt and I are just here doing whatever we can to keep everybody healthy.”
As she spoke, a very tall woman with bright purple hair and tattoos on both arms walked under the tarp, grabbed several packages of condoms and left.
The man, who was bald on top but had a fringe of white hair that hung to his shoulders, finished wrapping an elastic bandage around a man’s ankle, handed him some aspirin, then joined them.
“Burt, this is Sheriff Weber and Deputy Summers. They have a woman in town who OD’ed and they wanted to know if anybody here knew her.”
Burt looked at the photo and shook his head. “Sorry, but there are so many, I only know a few by name, or even sight. After a while they all start to blend together.”
Just then a naked man playing a flute walked past and Weber was surprised to realize that he and Chad seemed to be the only two who were surprised by such a sight. Nobody else seemed to notice, or to care.
Caroline laughed at them, that same pleasant sound, and Weber knew he liked her.
“Don’t looked so shocked, Sheriff. You act like you’ve never seen a naked man playing a flute before!”
Weber laughed with her and said, “I’m just a small town boy. I don’t get out much.”
She laughed again, and Weber said, “Okay, Caroline, fill me in. We’re not here to hassle anybody, but what the hell is this all about?”
“This?”
“All of this,” Weber said, waving his hand to indicate their surroundings. “Somebody has to be in charge.”
“Nope.”
“Nobody?”
She shook her head. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Freedom, what a concept.”
“Freedom from what?”
Caroline smiled that smile again and waved her hands. “From everything, Sheriff. Freedom from rules, freedom from worries, just… freedom. If you want to walk around naked and play your flute, nobody cares. If you want to have a conversation with a pine cone, or sing a song, or make love, or smoke some bud, nobody cares, nobody judges.”
“Freedom, hmmm?” Weber was still skeptical. “There are a lot of people that would call that anarchy.”
Caroline laughed, and Weber thought that if he had been born twenty years earlier, he might be willing to challenge Burt for the fair Caroline’s hand.
“And do you know why people would think that, Sheriff?”
“No, Caroline, tell me why.”
“Because they have no idea what it feels like to be free!”
“Here’s the thing,” Burt said. “These people, all of us, we’re what the rest of society calls misfits. Some think of these kids here as throwaways. But they’re not. They find a sense of family here. For the first time in their lives, maybe, nobody passes judgment on them. They’re accepted. We don’t live by society’s rules. We don’t care about new cars and big screen TVs and what the neighbors think of us. Caroline and I turned 65 last year, and we don’t have any Social Security, or retirement, or 401K or any of that nonsense. But that’s okay, because we don’t care. We don’t need it. We get by, we give back what we can by doing this,” he swept his arm at the first aid tent, “and we’re happy. We wake up smiling every day, and we go to sleep smiling every night. We don’t need rules telling us how to be happy. And we don’t need rules telling us to judge what makes somebody else happy. That’s what freedom is to us.”
Weber and Chad thanked Burt and Caroline for their time and drove out of the encampment. They were almost back to Big Lake when Chad broke the silence.
“So are you happy, Jimmy?”
Weber thought about it for a while before answering. “I don’t know, Chad. Sometimes I think I am, but then I think back, and I can’t remember ever being like those folks, or Burt and Caroline. How happy are any of us, really?”
 



Chapter 16
“Buck naked?” Parks asked.
“Naked as a jaybird,” Chad said.
“Damn it, Sheriff, we need to get back out there! As a representative of the Federal government, I have a responsibility to see first hand what they’re doing on public land!”
“Cool your jets,” Weber told him. “You’re a growing boy and we saw stuff out there that would warp your psyche forever.”
“Well I hope to shout!” Parks said. “Let’s go, I’ll drive!”
“All three of you are incorrigible,” Mary Caitlin said from the radio console, where Judy Troutman had just handed her a dispatch slip.
“Dolan went over to the Martin place on Hopi Lane on a vandalism call a few minutes ago and he said he needs some help. The Martins got home from out of town and caught somebody digging up their backyard.”
“Isn’t that where Tommy found the dead guy?” Parks asked.
“Yeah. Probably a couple of kids playing vulture, getting a thrill,” Weber said. But when he drove to Hopi Lane to meet Dolan, he learned how wrong he had been.
***
“Sheriff, I want this idiot locked up! Look what he did to our yard! What’s happening to this town? We go away for a few days and come back to find our home was a crime scene, and then this! ”
Charles Martin was a paunchy man of 63 with a high forehead, thick white eyebrows that looked like two caterpillars crawling across his face, and the worst breath Weber had ever experienced. The sheriff pulled his head back as the irate homeowner sputtered.
“I told ya I was willing to split with ya, 70/30. That’s a damn good deal and I’m doin’ all the work! What more do ya want?”
“Shut up,” Dolan said to George Holman, who was handcuffed, his blue jeans and white t-shirt caked with dirt.
Holman gave the deputy a wounded look, and said, “I’m on to you, Deputy Reed. You’re the one wrote me that last DUI that cost me my license!”
George Holman was a local ne'er-do-well who was well known to the sheriff’s office. He was convinced that he was much smarter than most people and that if the rest of the world would just understand that and listen to him, everybody would be a lot better off. The fact that the harder he worked at demonstrating his vast knowledge, the less the world was convinced, greatly aggrieved him.
Holman was one of those individuals who felt very put upon, and he was sure most of the bad things that happened to him in life were the result of jealousy by inferior people. The fact that he had lost his drivers license and his job driving a garbage truck after his third conviction for drunken driving had nothing to do with the fact that he was guilty and everything to do with envy on the part of the sheriff’s deputies. Dismissal from the four jobs he had before that was always because his bosses resented the fact that he knew much more about how to operate a business than they did. Since when was it a crime to tell a man that he was doing everything wrong?
Weber turned his back on Holman and asked, “What’s going on here?”
“What’s going on? I’ll tell you what’s going on! Better yet, take a look and see for yourself,” Martin said, gesturing to the wooden gate that led to his back yard.
Weber followed him into the yard, where four deep holes were dug into the otherwise well manicured lawn, the dirt piled beside them. A series of wooden stakes with plastic orange flags was stuck in the grass in various other places.
“Just look at this mess,” Martin said. “I take a lot of pride in my yard, Sheriff, and what happens? I go away for a few days and I come back to this!”
“George did this?” Weber asked. “Why?”
“He told me he was looking for buried treasure,” Martin told him.
“And he's not the only one,” Dolan told the sheriff. “Mrs. Delaney next door said she caught a couple of guys digging in her yard last night, but when she turned the porch light on they took off running.”
Weber walked to the wooden fence that surrounded the property and looked into the next yard, where he saw another hole.
“And there are a couple of holes in the utility easement between the properties” Dolan said.
“I ain’t responsible for any of those,” Holman said. “Those was done by amateurs who have no idea what they're doing. Me, I approach things in a scientific method. You can see that just by the way I staked the property out.”
“But what the hell were you doing?” Weber asked him.
“Like I said, he told me he was looking for buried treasure,” Martin said.
“What buried treasure?”
“I ain’t at liberty to discuss it,” Holman said.
“Well, you'd better start discussing something,” Weber told him. “Because I’m about to lock you up and throw away the key!”
“For what? A man's got a right to search for lost treasure, don't he?”
“Not when he's trespassing and vandalizing somebody else's private property,” Weber told him.
“I offered to give him 30% of whatever I found! And I’m the one did all the research and I’m the one doin’ all the work! He’s just bein’ greedy and wants a bigger share of the proceeds. But I know the law, an I got Emnet Domain on my side. That’s right, Emnet Domain. Says I can go wherever I want and dig wherever I want to, ’cause it’s for the greater good of the public.”
“I think he means Imminent Domain,” Dolan suggested.
“Don’t you go trying to put words in my mouth,” Holman said. “I know my rights.”
“Okay, whatever, you can’t go digging up other people’s property without permission,” Weber told him.
Holman shook his head in patient frustration and tried to explain again. “Oh yes I can. Emnet Domain, I keep telling ya. It’s for the greater good. Ya can look it up. I know my laws!”
“What’s for the greater good?” Weber asked him.
“Why, recovering that dead convict’s loot! Putting that money back into circulation, giving the economy a boost. See, if I was to buy a new truck, let’s say. Not only does Mike Hall over at the dealership make money, but so does the folks at the state who send out the license plates and such. And so does my insurance agent when I buy a policy. But it don’t end there, no sir! The people back in Detroit who made that truck, why they keep right on workin’. Same for the truck driver who delivered the truck to the dealer. It’s what they call your trickle down effect. The greater good.”
Weber shook his head in amazement. “And you think that gives you the right to dig up somebody else’s property without permission?”
Holman nodded his head. “Yes sir, it does. Emnet Doman, just like I told ya.”
“And what loot are you talking about anyway?”
“I already told you, the money that escaped convict hid somewhere around here. Why else was he here in Big Lake except to dig up the money he had buried here from all those bank robberies?”
“What makes you think that was why he was here?”
“I ain’t at liberty to reveal my sources,” Holman said.
“Okay, lock him up,” Weber told Dolan.
“Now wait just a minute! I got a right…”
“Shut up,” Dolan told him as he led Holman to his car and opened the back door.
“Okay, okay! I’ll talk. But this goes no farther then here, okay? Else everybody will be hornin’ in on the action.”
“I’m listening,” Weber said, arms folded across his chest.
“Ralph Flowers told everybody down at the Pour House about seeing the shovel that was in the back of that convict’s car. So I put two and two together and figured it out. I guess someone else did too, ’cause of them other holes that got dug.”
“Ralph Flowers?”
“He’s the busybody that lives across the street,” Charles Martin said. “Whatever he saw, you can bet he was sitting on a barstool the next day telling the whole world about it.”
Weber remembered the small crowd of neighbors that had gathered while they were investigating the discovery of the Nissan and the body found in its trunk. He also remembered a folding military-style entrenching tool that was in the trunk of the car, along with a jack, lug wrench, and a collection of trash and empty cans. At the time, he had not given the small shovel any thought. Now he wondered if it was possible that Jerry Lee Chandler had come to Big Lake to recover money hidden from one of his crimes.
“Okay, listen up, George. I don’t care what your so-called knowledge of the law is, you can’t go digging up someone’s property without their permission.”
“You’re wrong, Sheriff. I told you….”
Weber cut him off with an upheld hand and turned to Martin. “If you want, I can charge him with trespassing and vandalism. That means you’ll have to go to court to testify. Is that what you want?”
“I’m a busy man, Sheriff. I don’t have time for all that nonsense. I want those holes in my yard filled in, and I don’t want him or anybody else tearing up my property.”
“I understand that,” Weber told him. “If I make him fill in the holes and order him to stay away from here, will that work for you?”
Martin nodded his head. “That sounds fair enough, I guess.”
Weber turned back to George Holman, “What do you say, George? It’s either that or a trip to jail.”
Holman scowled and said, “I know exactly what’s gonna happen. As soon as I’m gone, he’s gonna dig up that money and I won’t get one red cent. And I did all the research!”
“Time’s running out,” Weber told him. “Which is it going to be?”
Holman shrugged in resignation. “Okay, I’ll do it. But it ain’t right. An honest man can’t catch a break in this town.”
***
After looking at the hole in the Delaney yard next door and speaking to the homeowner, who could only tell him it was dark and all she saw were two men or teenage boys, Weber walked down the utility easement at the back of the properties, where he came across three more freshly dug holes.
Seeing nothing else, he got in his Explorer and drove around the neighborhood. In the easement a block over, which separated Navajo and Zuni Lanes, he spotted a beat up old white Chevrolet pickup. Parking at the end of the street, Weber walked down the easement until he heard voices in a yard and looked over the fence to find two young men busy with shovels. The gate was open and Weber stepped through it.
“Hello, gentlemen. What are you up to?”
They looked up and froze for a moment, then bolted. The taller of the two ran toward the front of the property and escaped by running around the side of the house. The other one, who had closely cropped dark hair and a sparse beard, tried to vault over the fence but didn’t make it, catching a foot on the top and falling face first into the easement. As he started to raise himself up with his hands, Weber planted a boot in the middle of his back and pushed him back down.
“Stay put, you’re under arrest.”
He used his handheld radio to call in a description of the other man. By the time he had his prisoner handcuffed and had led him back to his Explorer and put him in the back seat, Dolan radioed to say he had apprehended the other suspect and was on his way to Weber’s location.
When he arrived, the two lawmen searched the pickup, finding a baggie of marijuana in the glove box, as well as a floor littered with empty beer cans, fast food wrappers, cigarette butts, and other trash. The bed of the truck was just as messy. Among the trash and tools that littered the back, Dolan found a small piece of hammered copper that looked suspiciously like a part of an oversize bird’s tail feather. He held it up to the sheriff and said, “I think we’ve found what’s left of Thomas the Turkey.”
 



Chapter 17
“Do you think Chandler really could have come here to recover some of the money from his robberies?” Chad asked.
“Well, we know that the $48,000 taken in the North Platte robbery, where that farmer shot him, was never found,” Parks said. “If he really was involved in all of the robberies he was suspected in, we’re talking somewhere in the neighborhood of $650,000 altogether. And not one penny was ever recovered. It had to go somewhere.”
“I don’t know,” Weber told him. “It still comes down to the same thing. If you’re going to hide money from a robbery, why Big Lake? There must be a million places easier than here to get to. But if he really did stash some money around here, I seriously doubt it’s buried in somebody’s back yard. And that entrenching tool is all we have to even begin that line of conjecture. I think it’s all overactive imaginations running wild.”
“Just a bunch of guys sitting at a bar dreaming up crazy schemes,” Buz said. “But, one good thing came out of it. Those two losers back in the cells admitted they stole that damn turkey and cut him up and sold it for scrap. At least we can close out that case.”
“Who are they?” Robyn asked. “They didn’t look familiar to me.”
“Barry Gifford and Corey Dengler,” Buz told her. “They’re cousins. And the two of them together come up about fifteen minutes shy of retarded. And that was before they started doing drugs when they were kids and fried whatever brain cells they may have had to start with.”
“Shame, too,” Dolan said. “Walt and Clarice Dengler are damn fine people. Six kids and every one of them turned out good except for Corey. I put a lot of it on Barry, though. He was a problem even as a little kid. Wendy had him in her third grade class, and even then the stories she’d come home and tell me; he’d steal from the other kids in the class, pick on the smaller ones, break things on purpose. She said she spent more time trying to control him than the rest of the class put together. And Corey seemed to just follow his lead all the way, even back then.”
“Okay, before this meeting breaks up, I want whoever is on duty to drive through that neighborhood every so often to see if we have any other idiots out there with shovels,” Weber said.
“Anything else I’m missing?”
“What about the hippies?” Archer asked.
“So far we haven’t had much trouble from them,” Weber said. “The woman we picked up at the pharmacy’s name was Suzette Megler. She slept it off at the hospital, I cited her for shoplifting and she’s back out at the meadow. We’ve had a few calls for vagrants, but mostly those were just folks passing through town headed for the meadow. Like I said, we’re going to have to look the other way if we see some minor pot use, because if we didn’t, we’d be overwhelmed. A lot of folks are worried they’ll cause problems, but Chad and I were out there this morning and everybody seemed pretty mellow. Let’s keep it that way.”
“I suspect if we do have a major problem, it will be some of our local good ol’ boys hassling the hippies, not the other way around,” Chad said.
“What about Wyatt Earp?” Buz asked.
Tommy said, “I stopped by his place to check on him this morning and he still seems pretty down. All he did was ask if I had heard anything else about Mr. Wilson. The rest of the time he just sat there staring off into space.”
“Wilson’s going to live,” Weber said. “As for Wyatt, I’ll swing by and look in on him again before I go home. I can relate to what he’s going through. I know a lady over in Springerville that I’m going to have him talk to. We’ll give him a few days to get himself back together before he comes back on duty.”
“It’s funny, him always acting like he was such a hotshot and all that, and then he totally loses it when he actually does have to shoot somebody,” Buz said. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t envy what he’s going through, but it’s just kind of ironic.”
“It’s never an easy thing to deal with,” Weber said. “We all carry guns and we all know it could happen to any of us at any time, and we’d be in the same place Wyatt is. And trust me, it’s not a place any of us ever wants to be. Having to shoot somebody is about the worst experience a cop can have.”
On that sober note, the weekly staff meeting ended, but before Weber could escape his desk, Mary Caitlin cornered him.
“Don’t even think of it, Jimmy! You’re not leaving this office until you return these telephone calls,” she said, thrusting a handful of message slips at him.
“Mary, isn’t part of your job description dealing with a lot of the little stuff so I don’t have to?” Weber asked her.
“Yes it is, and I do filter out ninety percent of them,” she replied. “I only give you the ones that require your personal attention.”
Weber sorted through the messages, throwing two from the mayor in the wastebasket without reading them. “Okay, I can live with the Forest Service needing an update on things out at the meadow, and this one from Judge Ryman about any charges against Anthony Wilson, and this one here from Detective Timpkins up in Colorado. But why do I have to call Flossie Fuller to hear all about the hookers that came to town with the hippies? That woman sees hookers under every bush!”
“Every bush? Was that a Freudian slip?” Parks asked.
“Shut up! You’re a pig,” Mary told him, then turned back to Weber. “And the reason you have to call her back is because the woman’s crazy as a bedbug and I don’t want to deal with her. You don’t pay me enough for that.”
“Hippies are into all of that free love stuff,” Parks said, “They got no need to pay for it, and no money either.”
“Shut up, Parks,” Weber told him as he reluctantly reached for the telephone.
***
After reporting to Gregory Page that the Enlightened Love Movement had not burned down the forest up to that point in time; telling Judge Ryman that he and the Town’s attorney, Bob Bennett, were holding off on deciding whether or not to file assault charges against Wilson until after he was released from the hospital; and assuring Flossie Fuller that he would launch an immediate investigation into her allegations about prostitutes working the hippie encampment, Weber called Detective Timpkins back.
“I talked to one of the local highway patrolmen who works this area, and he told me that the night Jerry Lee Chandler escaped from custody, he came across Richard Moynahan sleeping in his car in the parking lot of an abandoned gas station a few miles south of town. He knew Richard and his family and since he was off by himself and not bothering anybody, he didn’t hassle him. I’m thinking that may have been where Chandler found him.”
“Could be,” Weber agreed. “A quick question. We found an entrenching tool in the trunk of Moynahan’s car and I’ve got some local barflies who are convinced that Chandler brought it to town to dig up buried loot from his bank robberies. Is there any reason your guy would have something like that in his car?”
“Do you mean one of those folding shovels like you can get in Army surplus stores? Yeah, Richard had one. I’ve seen it myself a couple of times when we towed and inventoried his car after he was arrested for his penny ante stuff. Remember when I said he lived out of his car a lot of the time? When he did, he used it to dig holes to take a dump in, and then covered them back up.”
“An environmentally friendly loser,” Weber said. “Who’d have thought?”
“Well, after all, Sheriff, this is Colorado,” Timpkins told him. “We do have a certain respect for Mother Earth around here. Even our losers.”
Weber chuckled, and Timpkins continued, “I dug up one other thing I think you’ll find interesting. I’ve been trying to trace Richard’s movements from this end to see if there could be any possible connection between him and Chandler, and I’m convinced that it was just fate that allowed them to cross paths and Chandler took advantage of the opportunity. However, in the process of all of that, I traced Richard’s cell phone records.”
“I don’t remember seeing a cell phone among his stuff or in the car,” Weber said.
“Well, I don’t know about that. But Richard had a cell phone. His mother paid for it and insisted he have it for emergencies. I guess in the hope that someday he would straighten up and call home. Anyway, the records show that in the hours after our highway patrolman saw Richard at that gas station, two calls were placed from it to another cell phone. The number comes back to one of those throwaway prepaid phones that you can buy at convenience stores and truck stops. It was purchased in Texas five years ago, and according to the records, only three hours of the total prepaid twenty hours were ever used, and that was years ago. But when you make a call on a cell phone, it pings off the nearest cell tower. When whoever made those calls to that number from Richard’s phone, it pinged from a cell tower right there in Big Lake.”
Weber almost dropped the telephone. “Are you sure?”
“That’s what it says here,” Timpkins told him. “Both calls lasted less than a minute, which could mean they were very quick calls, that the person hung up on whoever called, or that all the caller got was a recorded message.”
Weber asked for the phone number, and for the name it was registered to. Timpkins gave him the number, but said back before the days of Homeland Security, no identification was required to purchase one of the prepaid phones, so nothing was on file.
After ending his call with Detective Timpkins, Weber called the telephone number he had given him and got a recorded mechanical voice telling him his party was unavailable. Weber left his number and a request to call him back.
Larry Parks was at his desk in the small cubbyhole of an office that served him.
“You know more about all of this high tech stuff than I do,” Weber said, handing him the slip of paper with the cell phone number on it. “Is there a way to trace this number?”
Parks studied the number for a minute, then picked up his phone and called it, getting the same recording Weber had.
“Whose number is this?”
Weber told him what he had learned from Detective Timpkins, and Parks shook his head. “If it were a newer, more expensive phone with GPS technology built in, we could probably get to within a hundred feet of it. But I doubt the one we’re talking about will have that. And if we were in a real city, with lots of cell towers, we could triangulate the signal off three different towers and get pretty close. But here in Dogpatch you’ve got just the one tower until the other ones go up, so I think we’re stuck.”
Weber shook his head in frustration. “Damn it, I knew there was a reason Chandler showed up here. It just didn’t make sense he’d wander into town like he did. Now we need to figure out who he was coming to see and why.”
Parks sat back in his chair and studied the phone number reflectively. “Who knows, Jimmy? Maybe he had a girlfriend who moved up here. You have a lot of new folks who have come to town in the last few years. Or maybe somebody from his old gang. Hell, maybe he really did have some money hidden around here somewhere!”
“I knew it,” Weber said again.
“I’ve got an idea,” Parks said, picking up his telephone again. “Since Chandler was a Federal fugitive, let me call the prison up in Colorado and see if they can tell us about any phone calls he might have made, or any visitors.”
***
Two hours later, Parks reported that the records at the prison were a dead end. Except for a few calls to his court-appointed attorney and three visits from the same attorney in his first year of incarceration, Chandler had neither made nor received any telephone calls nor had any visitors during his time at the prison. The only mail he ever received was from the same attorney, and there was no record of him ever mailing out a letter. His former cellmate and other prisoners said he had kept to himself and never talked about his personal life or mentioned any family or friends outside the prison’s walls.
A frustrated Weber left the office just after five, knowing that finding any motivation for Jerry Lee Chandler’s appearance in Big Lake was still somewhere just out of his reach. He had instructed Chad Summers and Tommy Frost to help Mary Caitlin prepare a brief, informal biography of everyone they could who lived in the neighborhood where Chandler had been killed, hoping to find some connection to Chandler or any place where the dead man had lived or committed his crimes. “Let’s keep this very low key,” Weber said. “The last thing we need is Chet Wingate getting word that we’re treading on the privacy of law-abiding citizens. This stays between the four of us, okay?”
***
Weber found Wyatt Trask sitting in the same place on the couch where he had left him the last time, lost in thought.
“How you doing, big guy?” Weber asked him.
“Is he…?”
Weber quickly shook his head. “Anthony Wilson is okay, Wyatt. He’s going to live. At least until his arteries finally close up and his heart gives out on him.”
The deputy breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “Thank God. Every time the phone rings or somebody comes by, I know it’s to tell me he didn’t make it.”
“Wyatt, I know what you’re going through. I’ve been there myself. But you have to let it go. It was a righteous shooting, and you saved Frank Harrelson and Julie Smith from being shot. You’re a hero, man. You did good!”
“I’m no hero,” Wyatt said, breaking down into tears. “I keep thinking there had to be a better way than shooting that old man!”
“No, there wasn’t,” Weber told him. “If you hadn’t shot him, I was going to. It was the only way.”
“I keep asking myself if there was any other way. Some way it didn’t have to happen.”
“Wyatt, look at me.”
The deputy turned his face to Weber, but it wasn’t the face of the squared away, gung ho deputy he had been days before. He needed a shave and his sunken eyes were red-rimmed and haunted.
“Wyatt, you didn’t choose to shoot that man. Anthony Wilson made that decision himself. He decided it when he picked up that old Colt and came down to the Thriftway. He decided it when he didn’t drop the gun when I told him to. He decided it when he cocked that hammer back and pointed it. At every step of the way, he could have stopped it from happening, and he didn’t.”
“But he was just a fat old man!”
“And fat old men can kill you just as quick as strong young men can. Steve Rafferty was still a couple of months away from his eighteenth birthday when I shot him. Technically, he was still a child. But that child had already killed and mutilated one man, and ran a car off the road with three people in it, including his own sister and her baby. Then he shot Buz Carelton, and shot at me and the other deputies. It doesn’t matter how old somebody is, it only takes a few pounds of pressure to pull a trigger.”
“How do you live with it, Sheriff? When do you stop replaying it over and over again in your mind?”
“You live with it one day at a time,” Weber told him, recalling his own anguish and sleepless nights. “You keep busy, you try to push it away when it starts to come back, and eventually you learn to cope with it. But I won’t lie to you, Wyatt. It never goes away. You just learn to live with it.”
He fished Molly’s business card out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Wyatt.
“This is a lady named Molly Bateson. She’s a shrink, and I’ve been seeing her since my shooting. She’s good and she’s helped me a lot. Call and make an appointment to see her. The Town will cover the cost.”
“Sheriff, I know I’ve come across pretty strong in the past and stepped on some toes with my attitude. I really believed I was the man. But now I know the truth. I was just a loudmouthed idiot.”
“You came on a little strong,” Weber acknowledged. “But, Wyatt, there’s one thing you need to know. There’s not a deputy in the department who doesn’t care for you and who isn’t hurting for what you’re going through. As terrible as it feels right now, maybe this will make you a better lawman. You’ve experienced something few cops ever have to, and that every one of them hopes they never have to. You can use this to do an even better job out there on patrol. And you can help other deputies if they’re ever put in the same position you were.”
Wyatt nodded his head and turned to stare off into space again. Weber knew that what he had told the young deputy was the truth. But he also knew that at that point in time, Wyatt didn’t believe it. Just as Weber himself had not believed it when Pete Caitlin, who had shot three men during his own long career as a lawman, had told him the same things.
 



Chapter 18
The telephone woke Weber early Wednesday morning, and when he answered it, the dispatcher told him that there was a fire at the site where the second cell tower was going to be erected. The sheriff dressed hurriedly and sped out of his driveway, the Explorer’s siren screaming. He was a half-mile away when he spotted the thick, oily, black smoke billowing into the air.
He eased his vehicle onto the shoulder of the road behind Buz Carelton’s truck, walked past it to a fire truck and followed the canvas-wrapped fire hose up a freshly graded rough trail. Fifty feet up the trail he could feel the heat, and he climbed a short rise to see a crew of firemen spraying water onto the charred hulk that had been Dutch Schmidt’s bulldozer. Other firemen were busy throwing dirt on small fires that had spread in the brush around the main blaze.
“Do you see what those goddamned tree huggers did to my dozer?” Schmidt shouted as he stormed over to the sheriff, his face red with heat and rage.
“What happened?” Weber asked him.
“I told you, those damn tree huggers set fire to my equipment!”
“Are you sure somebody started the fire?”
“Oh, somebody started it alright,” said Fire Chief Steve Harper as he joined them, pulling off his fire helmet and wiping his face. “We found two empty five gallon cans that had gas in them, from the smell. The Caterpillar had a diesel engine, so there was no reason for the gas.”
“And the cans weren’t something you were using out here?” Weber asked Schmidt.
“Of course not,” Schmidt said. “Like the chief just said, all of my equipment is diesel.”
“Okay, let’s run this down from the start so I can get a handle on it,” Weber said.
“I already told you, they set fire to my ’dozer,” Schmidt said in frustration. “They’ve been harassing me ever since I started clearing land out at the Y. I just started out here yesterday, and now look what they did! I want every one of them arrested.”
“Well, help me out, here,” Weber said. “Just so I can get the overall picture in my head. Who discovered the fire?”
“I did,” Schmidt said. “I was driving out here to start to work, and a quarter mile or so down the road I saw a car pulling out of the turnoff there, that I cleared yesterday. It was hauling ass toward town. A minute later, this big old fireball went up and I knew what they had done.”
“What kind of car was it?” Weber asked him.
“Hell, I don’t know! All these rice burners look the same to me these days. I haven’t been able to tell a Ford from a Datsun in twenty years. There was a time Americans built real cars and they had personalities. Not any more. Even the few cars still made here look just like all of the foreign junk.”
“Okay, was it a big car or a small car? Two doors? Four?”
Schmidt shrugged his shoulders. “Dunno. Like I said, it was hauling ass.”
“Color?”
“White, maybe beige, something like that.”
“Could you tell who was driving? A man or a woman?”
Schmidt shook his head and asked, “Are you gonna stand here all day jawing with me, or are you gonna go arrest the people who did this?”
“Dutch, I need something to go on,” Weber told him. “Am I supposed to stop every light colored car in town and arrest the occupants?”
“We both know who did this!” Schmidt said. “It was that scrawny, redheaded bitch, Edna Moyer and her crowd.”
“Do you mean Emma Moyer? How do you know that?”
“Who else would it be?” Schmidt demanded to know. “You saw them out at the Y last week. They’re a bunch of goddamned flakes!”
“Did you actually see Emma or any of her people out here today?” Weber asked.
“No, I didn’t see anybody. I already told you that. But you and I both know it was her or some of that crowd of tree huggers she runs around with.”
Weber could understand the man’s frustration, but he had known Emma Moyer since he sat behind her in the seventh grade. She had always been a bit “out there,” especially for a small town girl. Taking up causes for everything from saving endangered species to the plight of exploited migrant workers, but Weber couldn’t picture her going so far as to commit arson to further her current passion.
“I’ll go talk to her,” Weber told the aggrieved heavy equipment operator. “But I have to be honest with you, Dutch. With no eyewitnesses, it’s going to be pretty hard to make a case against anybody.”
“There’s got to be something you can do. It’s not right for a man to work hard all his life and then get this,” Schmidt said, waving his hand at what was left of his bulldozer. “It’s just not right!”
***
Emma Moyer lived in a small cottage three blocks off Main Street, and when Weber arrived, she was sitting on the front porch with Richard MacEwen drinking herbal tea and discussing how best to protect the environment of Big Lake.
“Morning Emma, Richard,” Weber said as he walked up onto the porch.
“What brings you out here this fine morning?” Emma asked.
“We had an incident out at one of the cell phone tower construction sites,” Weber told her.
“Define incident,” McEwan said.
“Well, it looks like somebody decided to burn up Dutch Schmidt’s bulldozer.”
“And you're accusing us?” Emma asked hotly.
“I'm not accusing anybody of anything,” Weber told her.
“But you're here, and I get the feeling this isn’t a social call,” Emma said.
“Do you know anything about the fire?” Weber asked.
“No, Sheriff, I do not know anything about any fire, anywhere! And I really resent you coming here asking these kind of questions.”
“Calm down, Emma,” Weber said. “I'm just doing my job. You and Richard here, and the others, have been out there protesting the cell towers, so it's just natural that I'd come here talk to you about it.”
“Well, you've come, we've talked, and now we’re done,” Emma told him. “We have a right to peacefully protest, and that's what we've been doing. Nobody from our group started any fires, anywhere. Do you really think we'd risk burning down the whole forest to get our point across?”
Weber didn't think Emma would resort to such extreme measures and told her so. “But I would appreciate you letting me know if you do hear anything.” Weber said.
“If I do hear anything, I'll let you know,” Emma said. “But don't hold your breath. It's not something any of us would be involved in.”
Weber thanked her and MacEwen for their time and drove to his office, still convinced that as fanatical as she was about the things she believed in, Emma would not resort to felony crime to further her cause. Civil disobedience, yes, but nothing like arson.
***
Mary Caitlin greeted him with a cup of coffee and followed him into his private office with a manila folder in hand. Chad trailed her and took the seat next to Weber’s desk.
“Here is all that we could come up with on the people who live in the neighborhood around Carl and Abby Weston,” Mary told him, placing the folder on his desk, “but I don’t think it’s going to help you figure out why Jerry Lee Chandler chose to show up in their living room. We couldn’t find even a vague clue that ties anybody in that neighborhood to him. Everybody who lives there has been around for ten years or more, and most of them grew up right here in Big Lake, or nearby. There were only three who didn’t. Mildred Harner moved here from Phoenix five years ago with her husband, Ben, the Methodist minister. He died last year.”
“I think we can rule out any connection with Chandler to her,” Weber said. “Who else?”
“Let’s see,” Mary said, referring to her notes. “Art and Colleen Mitchell, who moved here eleven years ago, after he retired from the Air Force, and Carl and Abby. The Mitchells moved all around during his military time. Carl and Abby have lived here for at least twelve years but they came from back east somewhere, I’m not sure exactly where. I think Abby said once it was Pennsylvania or New York.”
“So we’ve got another dead end,” Weber said.
“I just don’t see where it really matters,” Chad said. “Chandler got what he had coming to him, and I’m just glad that if he had to come to Big Lake, he chose Carl and Abby’s place, instead of one of the older couples around there that weren’t able to defend themselves.”
“I know you’re right, Chad, but he called somebody around here. Why?”
“I don’t know, Jimmy. Maybe he was meeting somebody here, but that doesn’t mean they came from Big Lake. Maybe it was somebody from his old gang and they just picked this place off a map. And when Chandler got himself killed, they split. Who knows?”
“You’re probably right,” Weber acknowledged, “I’ll look this stuff over in a bit. Meanwhile we’ve got this arson to deal with.”
“Any leads at all?” Chad asked.
“Dutch Schmidt is convinced Emma Moyer and her crowd did it,” Weber said, “but I don’t buy it. She’s committed to saving the world and everything in it, but I just don’t see Emma going that far.”
“Neither do I,” Mary said. “I knew Emma’s mother, Jessica, and she was the same way. Her thing was stopping hunting and animal rights. They must have had a dozen dogs and cats they rescued, but she’d never have destroyed someone’s property, no matter how much she was opposed to whatever it was they were doing.”
“How about this Richard MacEwen?” Chad asked. “Would he go that far?”
“I don’t think so,” Weber told him. “Emma said something that made sense to me, that there was no way her people would risk setting the whole forest on fire to get their point across.”
“I had Tommy bring in the gas cans found at the construction site,” Chad said. “I dusted them for prints and found a few, but the darned things are beat up and filthy. They look like they’ve been around a while, so who knows how many hands they’ve passed through?”
“Well, run what you’ve got,” Weber told him, “see if you can get a hit.”
The phone on Weber’s desk rang and Mary picked it up, listened a moment, and said, “I’ll tell him.” She hung up the telephone and said, “We just got a call from some folks passing through town. You’d better get out to Bugle Meadow, Jimmy, there’s been an incident.”
***
Chad’s prediction that any major problem associated with the Enlightened Love Movement would come from the local rednecks proved true when Weber, Chad, Dolan, and Buz arrived at the encampment. The flower children, who had seemed so mellow and laid back on Weber’s visit the day before, were now quite agitated, and a crowd was gathered around the blue tarp first aid station.
Weber and his deputies made their way to the front, where they found Burt and Caroline tending to a young man who was bleeding profusely from a head wound. His face was cut in several places, his lips were split, and his eyes were swollen almost shut. He was bare-chested and there were vivid welts and large red marks covering his back and ribs. A young woman sat next to him, crying and holding his hand.
“What happened here?” Weber asked Caroline as she swabbed the deep cut on the top of the young man’s head.
“We were attacked,” said the young woman, whose long brown hair hung past her waist. Weber noticed that there was a large red welt across her cheek, and a trickle of blood had dried at the corner of her mouth.
“Who attacked you? Where did it happen?”
“Out there on the road. There were three of them. We were hitchhiking back to town to get some groceries and this yellow Jeep pulled up with these guys in it, and they started saying ugly things and calling us names.”
“What were they saying?” Weber asked as Chad took notes.
“Calling us trash and telling me they wanted some of that free love they heard so much about. They called me a whore and a slut, all kinds of filthy names. We tried to ignore them, but they wouldn’t go away. They laughed at Jeremy and asked him why he wasn’t man enough to defend his woman. We just kept on walking because we’re not into confrontation.”
She sobbed, and wiped tears from her eyes. Weber gave her time to compose herself and she continued.
“Then they pulled off the road in front of us and got out and started pushing Jeremy around, saying he was as yellow as their Jeep if he wouldn’t stand up for me. He asked them to leave us alone and this one, a big guy with tattoos all over his arms, started hitting Jeremy. Then he knocked him down and started kicking him. I tried to pull him off and one of them hit me. The next thing I knew, one of the other guys was putting his hands all over me, saying that they were going to show me the difference between hippy freaks and real men. A car came by honking its horn and the people inside said they were calling the police. That’s when they left, but they said they’d be back to finish what they started.”
“Miss….”
“Randi. Randi Bridges.”
“Miss Bridges, did it go any further? Did they…”
She cut him off with a shake of her head. “No, I wasn’t raped. Just felt up pretty crudely.”
“You said it was a yellow Jeep?” Weber asked. “Did you get a license plate number?”
She shook her head and said, “I was too busy trying to help Jeremy.”
“Can you describe these guys?”
“The one was really big and had tattoos on both arms. The one who groped me and hit me was a tall, skinny guy, and the third one, he was driving the Jeep, he had something wrong with him, he walked funny. He was laughing all the while, like it was all just a big joke.”
“Are they going to be okay?” Weber asked Burt.
He nodded and said, “Head wounds always bleed a lot, it looks worse than it really is.”
“Still, I want the paramedics to take a look at him,” Weber said.
“I’ve already radioed it in,” Dolan said. “ETA is five minutes.”
The victims didn’t have much more to add to their story. They had made their way back to the encampment after the attack, where Bud and Caroline started tending to them, then Weber and his deputies arrived.
The sound of a siren announced the ambulance’s arrival, and the paramedics began checking out the victims’ injuries. Caroline stepped aside and made her way over to Weber, sadness in her eyes.
“Why can’t people leave others be and just live and let live? Just because we don’t dress the same way, or live a different lifestyle, shouldn’t make us targets.”
Weber felt ashamed that it was people from Big Lake who had done this, and angry that it had happened on his watch.
“Caroline, I’m sorry. I’ve got a pretty good idea who did this, and we’re going to take care of it.”
“We’re not into retribution,” she told him. “They have to walk their own path, wrong as it is. We just want to be left alone.”
“This isn’t their first time. They have to be punished for this,” Weber said. “They’ll do jail time for this.”
“No!” said Randi. “We won’t be a part of locking other human beings up like animals. Please, just let it go, Sheriff.”
“They’re already animals,” Weber told her.
Randi shook her head stubbornly. “I won’t testify. Neither will Jeremy, will you?”
Jeremy shook his head and said, “It’s cool, Sheriff. Thanks for coming out, we appreciate it, we really do. But it’s over. We don’t want to ruin their lives by putting them in the system that will just grind them up and destroy whatever humanity they have.”
Weber tried to convince them that the trio were already well on their way to ruining their own lives, and the lives of anyone they came into contact with, but it was hopeless. The young couple refused to cooperate with any investigation or prosecution of their attackers. Frustrated, the sheriff finally gave up.
The paramedics didn’t have much to do, since Burt and Caroline had already cleaned the young man’s wounds and Jeremy declined their offer to take him to the medical clinic to be checked out. So after warning Jeremy of the symptoms of a concussion, they left. As Weber and his deputies walked back to their vehicles, the sheriff thought that while revenge may not be something Caroline and her friends needed or wanted, he was going to make the men responsible for the attack pay.
 



Chapter 19
When they reached the paved road, Weber pulled into a turnout and the deputies stopped behind him. The grim looks on all of their faces told him they were just as upset as he was.
“J.T. and his crew?” Buz asked.
“No question about it,” Dolan said. “The yellow Jeep, the tattoos, the way Rick walks.”
John Thomas Mercer was a local bully who had used his size to intimidate anyone smaller than himself all through school. Now in his mid-twenties, he lived off a series of girlfriends while he spent his days sleeping off night-long drinking binges or running around with his two henchmen, Bobby Christensen and Rick Lyons, looking for trouble. Both were misfits who had arrest records for minor crimes like theft, vandalism, and public intoxication. While Lyons and Christensen were always in some kind of trouble, Mercer was a sociopath whose actions, Weber was convinced, were only going to get worse.
“Where do they hang out these days?” Weber asked.
“Last I heard, J.T. was shacking up with Margo Prestwick,” Dolan said.
“What’s she, ten years older than him?” Buz asked.
“Well, maybe the boy needs a mother figure,” Dolan said, “and Margo’s standards have never been all that high.”
Margo Prestwick was an overweight, bleached blonde with a perpetual bad attitude who owned the Antler Inn, a run down tavern that was housed in a cinder block building, located on the outskirts of Big Lake. Weber and his deputies had a long association with the business, which attracted a rough crowd.
“Let’s go pay them a visit,” Weber said, and led the entourage of police vehicles to the bar. A mud-spattered yellow Jeep Wrangler was parked outside, next to a couple of beat up pickup trucks.
A thick haze of blue cigarette smoke hung in the air when Weber and his deputies went inside the dimly lit saloon. Two cowboy types sat at the scarred wooden bar that ran along one wall, nursing beers. Vinyl-coated booths, patched with duct tape, lined the other wall.
“What do you want?” Margo demanded when she saw the lawmen. “There’s nothing going on here that concerns you.”
Weber nodded toward her and looked toward the back of the room, where two men stood around a pool table.
“Where’s your boyfriend?” Weber asked.
“My what? Get the hell out of here!”
“Aw, come on Margo, I thought we were friends,” Weber said.
The winter before, Margo’s rough and crude exterior had cracked to reveal a frightened woman underneath, when she feared she had become a target for a family of survivalists who she thought suspected her of providing information to the police. But that threat was in the past, and she had reverted to her true spiteful self.
“You’ve got no business here, Sheriff. So take your deputies and go!”
“Not just yet,” Weber said, as he walked to the pool table. The two men ignored him as they continued their game.
“Bobby, Rick, how’s it going?” Weber asked them.
Rick Lyons had broken his back and shattered a hip in an accident fleeing from deputies on a stolen motorcycle when he was thirteen. The accident left him with a decided limp, but had not done anything to make him a better citizen. Weber could not count the number of times he and his deputies had arrested Rick for crimes that ranged from shoplifting to vandalism, to driving while intoxicated. Rick ignored the sheriff and hobbled around the side of the table to line up his pool stick and take a shot. Bobby Christensen gave Weber a brief nod, but would not meet his eyes.
“So what have you boys been up to today?” Weber asked them.
The cue ball clicked against the six ball, sending it rolling toward the side pocket, but it missed and stopped off to the side.
“Shit!” Rick said, throwing his stick onto the ripped felt of the table’s surface. “Whatever it is, Sheriff, we didn’t do it.”
“Who said you did anything? Can’t a man ask a simple question without somebody taking offense?”
“We been here all day, ask Margo.”
“Rick, Rick, Rick, what am I going to do with you? You seem to have some sort of persecution complex,” Weber said. “By the way, where’s your buddy J.T.?”
“Haven’t seen him all day,” Rick said, but Weber saw Bobby’s eyes flick furtively toward the door to the men’s room. Weber nodded to Buz and Dolan, who pulled the door open to reveal the hulking J.T. Mercer just coming out of the toilet stall.
J.T. may have been big and he may have been mean, but nobody ever accused him of being smart, or of ever thinking before he acted. Seeing the two deputies and knowing that they were there for him, he immediately lowered his head and charged forward like a bull going after a matador.
At 41, Dolan Reed wasn’t as fast or as strong as the younger man, but whatever physical advantage J.T. may have had on him was no match for Dolan’s intelligence and years of experience dealing with drunken cowboys, loggers, and assorted roughnecks. At the last minute, he slammed the heavy bathroom door closed and threw his shoulder into it. The door quivered under the impact and Dolan was pushed backward several inches. But when he jerked it back open, J.T. lay sprawled backward on the filthy bathroom floor, out cold.
Dolan wasn’t the only experienced lawman in the Antler Inn that day, and Weber was prepared when Bobby Christensen tried to take advantage of J.T.’s misfortune and the attention the deputies were paying his friend to bolt for the front door. As he came around the end of the pool table, Weber grabbed the pool stick Rick had discarded with both hands and pointed it at Bobby, whose momentum didn’t give him time to stop or change course. He slammed into the blunt end of the stick, taking the impact in the solar plexus and dropping to his knees, curling into a fetal position as he rolled under the pool table.
Behind them Margo shrieked, and Chad turned to her and put his hand on the butt of his pistol. The two cowboys quickly gathered up their change off the bar and hustled outside, wanting no part of the action.
Weber squatted down and pulled Bobby out from under the pool table and tried to drag him to his feet, but he could only make it to his knees while Weber held him up by the shirt collar. Bobby’s face was a curious shade of green and bile dribbled from the corners of his mouth.
Dolan and Buz dragged a semi-conscious J.T. out of the bathroom and leaned him against the pool table. Dolan slapped his face twice and J.T. opened his eyes, all the fight gone out of him. His nose was mashed flat and his forehead split open. Rick had remained frozen while all this took place.
“Get over here,” Weber ordered, and Rick limped around the table to stand by his friends.
“Now, here’s the way it is,” Weber told them. “Those kids you roughed up today refuse to file charges, because they really do believe in loving their fellow man and all that nonsense. They actually think you three are human beings and have some redeeming value. But let’s not bullshit ourselves, we all know you’re animals. And what do you do with a bad animal? First you try to train it to behave. And if that doesn’t work, you put it down. Now, I want you maggots to listen to me very carefully. This was your training session. I hope you learned something from it. Because if you didn’t, if you go back out there and hassle those people out at the meadow, if I ever hear of you putting your hands all over some woman again, I will put you down! And I won’t give it any more thought than I would shooting a bad dog, or a skunk. Do you understand that?”
Rick nodded his head and J.T. said “yeah” or something that sounded like “yeah” through his battered lips. Bobby just stared in vacant misery, so Weber tightened his grip on the man’s shirt collar until it choked off his airway and Bobby gagged. “Bobby, do you understand me? Or do you need some more training?” Bobby’s eyes bulged and he clawed at his shirt collar, trying to pull it loose without success. Weber shook him like a terrier would a rat. “Bobby, do you understand me?”
Finally Bobby was able to nod yes, even though the effort made his shirt bite deeper into his neck. Weber released him and stepped back. Margo was cussing Weber and his deputies, but she remained rooted behind the bar.
“Now, we have two choices,” Weber told the trio, “I can arrest all three of you for assault and attempted rape, even though I know the charges won’t stick. But at least it will keep you off the street for a while and make your miserable lives a little bit more miserable. Or, this can end right here and you can remember what I told you. Because I meant what I said. I’ll blow all three of you away and drag your sorry-ass carcasses into the woods for the bears and coyotes to eat. Any questions?”
All three nodded, and Weber stared at them a moment longer to be sure the message had sunk in. Then he turned and led his deputies out the door, Margo still cursing them as they passed.
Outside, Dolan said, “Ya know what pisses me off? He’s as worthless as the other two, but nobody kicked Rick’s ass. Is that because he’s a gimp?”
“Yeah,” Weber told him. “We’re the good guys and the good guys don’t do that. Still, you’re right, Dolan, it don’t seem right. It’s favoritism.”
Weber stared around the Jeep. Though it was filthy, it was Rick Lyons’ proudest possession. He had decked it out with oversize tires, CB radio, expensive stereo, system and other accessories. Weber opened the Jeep’s hood, pulled the heavy-bladed Buck Folding Hunter from the sheath on his belt, and opened it. The razor-sharp blade easily sliced through the fan and drive belts and opened a wide slash in the top radiator hose. Green coolant flooded out and Weber closed the hood, then walked around the Jeep, jabbing the knife blade into the sidewall of all four tires and the spare mounted on the back of the vehicle.
“Yeah,” Weber said as he folded the knife and put it away, “I hate favoritism.”
***
By the time Weber got back to town, it was late afternoon and his stomach was growling. He realized he had not had anything to eat all day. He pulled into the drive-thru lane at McDonald’s and ordered a large Chicken McNuggets and fries, eating them at his desk while he sorted though his latest stack of telephone messages. One caught his attention and he called Wayne Pickney at his insurance office.
“Wayne? Jim Weber here. You said you needed to talk to me?”
Weber had dated Wayne’s sister Kathy off and on during his last two years of high school. He had been heartbroken when she let him know that life in a small town wasn’t her idea of life at all, and left for California the week they graduated. Weber had not seen her in years, but the last time he and Wayne had gone fishing together on the lake, Wayne said she was climbing her way up the ladder with a Silicone Valley tech company and driving a BMW.
“Yeah, Jimmy. I had a rather heated conversation with Dutch Schmidt about his arson claim this morning. The fire was reported at 7:15 and Dutch was in here at 9:30, still smelling like smoke and covered in dirt and soot, expecting me to write him a check for the cost of his bulldozer. Now, most people want their claims settled fast, but I’d think he’d at least wait for the darned ashes to cool down. I told him I needed to get a police report and send it to the company before I could do anything, but he wanted the money right then and there.”
“Dutch doesn’t seem like a very patient man,” Weber said. “But that does seem like he was jumping the gun. How much was the thing insured for?”
“The policy has an agreed value of $79,000.”
Weber whistled. “Do you think he torched his own equipment, Wayne?”
“I don’t know,” the insurance man told him, “But Dutch has had a run of bad luck.”
“What do you mean?” Weber asked.
“Well, three times in the past two years his premium checks have bounced. Each time he made it good and kept the policy in force, blaming the bank for the error. And last year he reported that while he was over in Gallup, somebody broke into his truck and stole over $1200 worth of tools. It raises a red flag when a customer has that many problems, that close together. And now this big claim.”
“I’ll do some snooping around,” Weber said and hung up the phone. He stared at it for a moment while he finished his meal, then picked it up and pushed a button. “Mary, get me Joyce Taylor over at the bank and ask her if she’s got a minute to talk to me if I come by.”
***
The Timber Savings Bank manager was a short, plump woman in her late 40s with dyed brown, shoulder length hair and sensible makeup. She was a good businesswoman and a good judge of character. More than once the large corporation that owned the bank had offered her the opportunity for advancement, but she was happy where she was in life. She had a nice house and a good family and wasn’t willing to trade them for the rat race a promotion would throw her into.
“What can I do for you, Jimmy? Need a new car? Maybe a home loan? Whatever it is, you got it.”
Weber shook his head. He had known Joyce for a long time and always enjoyed their easygoing relationship. “No, I’ve got my old truck, and my Explorer for work, and my cabin’s just fine.”
“Yeah, Jimmy, but when a man gets himself a wife and starts a family, he needs something more substantial than a beat up truck and an old cabin.”
“Whoa, lady,” Weber told her, holding up his hand. “Who said anything about a wife and kids?”
Joyce said, “It’s a small town, my friend. A little birdie told me you’re head over heels in love with that pretty little deputy of yours.”
Weber blushed deeply and Joyce laughed, enjoying his discomfort.
“Hey Jimmy, that’s a good thing. It’s about time you found a woman and settled down.”
“Nobody’s making any announcements that I know of,” Weber said. “Can we just drop this? I need to talk to you about something else.”
“Party pooper,” Joyce said, sticking her tongue out at him. “What do you need, Jimmy?”
“What can you tell me about Dutch Schmidt?”
“Such as?”
“Such as, any financial problems?”
“You know that’s confidential information, Jimmy. There are all kinds of privacy laws…”
“I don’t want to get you in trouble professionally,” Weber told her. “But let’s say we were sitting around your kitchen table having a cup of coffee and I casually mentioned to my friend Joyce that Dutch wanted to buy that old truck of mine, which is not beat up, by the way, and he wanted me to carry the note.”
Joyce looked up and out the glass wall of her office to be sure nobody was listening to their conversation. Christine Owens was at her teller window finishing up a transaction with Ester Waverly, engaged in conversation as she counted out bills. The other teller, Jill Throckmorton, was lost in thought, probably daydreaming of her boyfriend Aaron Nelson, who was off in California on a mission for the Mormon Church.
Joyce lowered her voice and narrowed her eyes before she said, “If my friend asked me about something like that, I’d tell my friend that I wouldn’t even take Dutch’s cash without two forms of identification. And then I’d want to check each bill with a Dri-Mark pen to be sure it was real.”
***
Weber drove to Wayne Pickney’s insurance agency and saw Dutch Schmidt’s dented and battered four wheel drive pickup parked in front, at the curb. He parked and went inside and even from the front counter he could hear voices raised in heated argument coming from Wayne’s office in the rear.
Janet Reardon, the young receptionist, put down the telephone receiver and sighed with relief. “I was just calling your office, Sheriff. Mr. Schmidt has been screaming at Mr. Pickney for the last ten minutes, using all kinds of dirty language. I’m afraid of what he might do.”
“You stay here,” Weber told her as he made his back to Wayne’s office.
“Listen, Dutch, I’m telling you for the hundredth time. I can’t just write you a check for that kind of money! It’s not even my decision to make. First we have to get the police report and then I have to send it to the main office. Then it has to go before a claims adjuster.”
“I’ve heard all of that shit I’m gonna listen to,” Dutch bellowed. “You’re the one I pay my money to, not some main office and not some damned claims adjuster. You! Now you give me my goddamned money right now or I’m gonna stick my hand down your throat and rip your lying heart out and jam it back up your ass!” Dutch shouted, leaning across Wayne’s desk, his face red and contorted with rage.
Seeing Weber in the doorway, Wayne visibly relaxed and said, “Jimmy, will you please try to talk some sense into this man. I keep telling him….”
“You keep telling me shit!” Dutch bellowed, “I want my money and I want it now. As for you, Sheriff, did you arrest that bunch of tree huggers that burned up my dozer yet?”
“I haven’t arrested anybody yet, Dutch. But if you don’t get off the man’s desk and calm down right now, you’re going to be sitting in a jail cell sooner, rather than later.”
“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I’m pretty sure you set fire to that bulldozer yourself, and I’ve got enough evidence to prove it. I’m just waiting for one final lab test to come back and it should be here by the time I get back to my office. And when I get it, I’m busting you for arson and insurance fraud.”
“What the hell kind of test are you talking about? I didn’t do a damn thing.”
“Forensics, Dutch,” Weber told him, pushing his bluff further. “The technology is amazing these days. Even when a guy wears gloves to handle something, his fingerprints on the outside of those gloves from when he carried them and put them on transfer to the object. We got those already from those old gas cans of yours. And some DNA you probably left on them weeks or months ago. Once the FBI lab gets back to me on that, your ass is mine. You shouldn’t have been so damned cheap and bought new gas cans to burn your stuff up with.”
“FBI? What’s the FBI got to do with all of this?”
In for a penny, in for a pound, Weber figured as he carried on the charade. “Those cell towers are protected under Federal law because the signals are carried over the public airways.” Weber told him. “So when you burned that bulldozer up, you interfered with the completion of a Federal project. Larry Parks, that new FBI agent in town? He’s on the phone with his boss and the Federal prosecutor down in Phoenix right now, getting an arrest warrant.”
“Now wait just a goddamned minute! You can’t…”
“Yes I can,” Weber interrupted him. “The Feds will do the ultimate prosecution, but the crime happened in my jurisdiction, so I can make the arrest and hand you over to them. It makes me look good along the way.”
“But I didn’t burn…”
Weber pulled his handcuffs out of the pouch on his belt and Dutch said, “It wasn’t me, it was those damn protesters.” This time his voice had a hint of a whine to it and wasn’t nearly as harsh, or convincing.
“Forensics, Dutch. DNA,” Weber said shaking his head.
“Okay, wait, this is all a big mistake. I didn’t set the damned fire on purpose. It was an accident!”
“Yeah? An accident? Tell me how that happened.”
“Okay, I was using the gas to clean up the dozer. It cuts right through the grease. And the damn thing just caught fire on me! I tried to put it out, but it all happened so fast. Then I decided that nobody was gonna believe me about how it really happened, so I blamed those damn tree huggers.”
“Well, Dutch, you need to tell your story to the judge,” Weber told him as he locked the handcuffs around the big man’s wrists. “He may believe you, but he’s getting pretty old for fairy tales, so you’ll have to do better than that.”
***
“Do you believe his story?” Chad asked, after Dutch Schmidt had been booked and locked in a cell.
“Not for a minute,” Weber told him. “Maybe he’ll come up with something better if he has time to sleep on it.”
“Well, what the hell, Jimmy,” Parks said. “He believed that line of bullshit you fed him, it seems only fair you give the man the benefit of the doubt. What’s fair is fair.”
“Speaking of bullshit, I need to go home and get cleaned up for the Town Council meeting,” Weber said.
“We’ll be there for moral support.” Chad said.
“I appreciate it,” Weber told him, “but this is my fight, not yours.”
“Now that’s the real bullshit!” Buz said. “Nobody in this office is on their own. We’re a team, and when somebody messes with one member of the team, they mess with all of us.”
“That’s right,” Dolan said. “A team of horses couldn’t keep us away, boss.”
“Besides,” Chad said, “It’s kind of a command performance. Our presence has been requested by Kirby Templeton and Bob Bennett. You might even say strongly requested.”
“Now what do those two have up their sleeves?” Weber wondered aloud.
“Whatever it is, boss, we’ve got your back,” Dolan assured him, and the others nodded.
 



Chapter 20
The Town Council made short work of their other business, quickly approving a couple of minor budget items, tabling an appeal by a developer for a variance to a land use ordinance the Planning and Zoning Committee had denied for further study, and recognizing longtime Town employee Burly Peterson on his retirement from the maintenance department with a plaque and thanks for a job well done.
Then Mayor Wingate announced to the handful of citizens attending the meeting that the Town Council was going to go into Executive Session to discuss a personnel issue, which was not open to the public.
There were the usual grumbles and complaints from the handful of people who faithfully attended every Town Council meeting, some speculating about conspiracies and claiming that the meetings should all be out in the open with no secrets. Flossie Fuller wondered if the closed session would address the issue of the prostitutes who were invading Big Lake. Once the room was cleared, except for the councilmembers, Weber, his deputies, Mary and Pete Caitlin, and the Town’s attorney, Bob Bennett, Mayor Wingate ordered the deputies to leave, except for Robyn.
“We’re not going anywhere,” Chad said.
“It wasn’t a request,” the mayor said. “This is a closed session.”
“Hold on there, Mr. Mayor,” Kirby Templeton said. “I think these people should stay. They’re all employees of the Sheriff’s Office and they may have input or information that concerns this issue.”
“What about Pete Caitlin?” the mayor asked. “He’s retired.”
“I believe that former Sheriff Caitlin may have some insight we need,” Bennett said.
The mayor started to object, but Frank Gauger, another senior member of the Town Council, said, “Let them stay, Chet. Let’s not drag this out all night long, okay?”
The mayor didn’t like it, but he decided to proceed. “Once again, we’re here to discuss Sheriff Weber’s poor job performance and unprofessionalism,” he told the Council. “We have a series of unsolved crimes that the sheriff seems to just ignore.”
“What crimes are those?” Weber asked.
“What crimes? We had a hostage situation on Rawhide Trail last week, a shooting at the Thriftway, another shooting on Zuni Lane, the Town’s mascot was stolen in broad daylight, one of those hippies was arrested at Kirby’s pharmacy, and today we had an arson. Those crimes, Sheriff Weber!”
“I’m glad somebody stole that stupid turkey, it was ugly,” said Councilman Mel Walker, who owned the Arby’s franchise in Big Lake.
Two of the councilmembers hid grins, and Templeton rapped his gavel, but Weber noticed the corners of his mouth were turned up.
“We solved that crime yesterday,” Weber said. “The suspects were arrested, they went before Judge Ryman this morning and made bond.”
“Nobody told me,” the mayor said.
“With this crime wave we’ve got going on, I don’t have time to report to you on everything we do,” Weber told him. There was a snicker from one of the councilmembers, and Kirby rapped his gavel again.
“Sheriff, we don’t expect you to report to us on every misdemeanor case you deal with,” Templeton said.
“Well, somebody needs to tell Mayor Wingate that,” Weber said. “Because he expects me to.”
“Now you listen to me, Sheriff, I…”
Templeton rapped his gavel a third time, more sharply. “Chet, stop it! We waste so much time with this petty nonsense. Let’s get on with it. Sheriff, what about these other crimes the mayor is referring to?”
“There was no hostage situation. Harley Willits and Arnold Foster got into another fight and Harley got out of hand. His wife was there, but she wasn’t a hostage. She left in the middle of it to go play bingo. I took Harley into custody, he went before the judge, and he also bonded out. I still have his shotgun and don’t plan to return it to him until the judge makes a decision on what to do with him. The shooting at the Thriftway by Officer Trask was justifiable and he’s on administrative leave. Once Anthony Wilson is ready to be released from the hospital in Phoenix, Mr. Bennett and I will decide whether to charge him with anything.”
“What about Frank Harrelson? Didn’t he start all of that?”
“What could I charge him with? He’s the manager of the store and he told everybody it was closing and to leave. I guess he can decide when to close, there’s no crime in that. He trashed the place, but I don’t think we can arrest a man for trashing his own store.
“As for the shooting on Zuni Lane, it looks like a clear cut case of self-defense and I don’t expect any charges to be filed. And an hour ago, I arrested Dutch Schmidt for setting fire to his bulldozer.”
There were murmurs among the councilmembers and Templeton said, “Well, it sounds to me like Sheriff Weber has a pretty good handle on things, Mr. Mayor.”
“What about the hippies?” Mayor Wingate asked. “You were the victim there, Councilman.”
“Yes, I was,” Templeton said. “And Sheriff Weber and Deputy Summers came as soon as we called. I’m satisfied with their response.”
“Let’s cut to the chase,” the mayor said. “Sheriff, we have some serious concerns about your personal relationship with Deputy Fuchette, your subordinate.”
Weber felt his neck color, but knew he needed to maintain control. “Define personal relationship.”
“Just what I said. You have a personal involvement with someone under your direct supervision.”
Weber nodded his head. “Mayor Wingate, are you not Deputy Wingate’s father? As the mayor, doesn’t that constitute a personal relationship with a subordinate? Councilman Gauger, doesn’t your son work for the town, driving a school bus? I had dinner at Chad and MaryAnn Summers’ house last week. In a town this size, we all have personal relationships.”
“You know that’s not what we’re talking about,” said Councilman Adam Hirsch, who had resented Weber since high school, when a girl he had a crush on had publicly scorned him in favor of the taller, older, better looking upper classman. “It’s common knowledge that you and Deputy Fuchette have a physical relationship.”
“I need to interrupt here,” said Bob Bennett. “I told Mayor Wingate yesterday that this is not an issue for the Town Council to be addressing.
“Whose side are you on?” the mayor demanded.
“I’m not on any side,” Bennett said, shaking his head. “My job as the Town’s attorney is to represent the interests of the Town. And if we are going to start accusing our Town employees of misconduct, we have to have something to base it on. We don’t.”
“This Town doesn’t pay you to torpedo every attempt to discipline the sheriff,” the mayor said heatedly. “Your job is to advise this Council on legal matters!”
“Understood,” Bennett replied. “And that’s exactly what I’m doing. Legally, no matter what kind of relationship Sheriff Weber and Deputy Fuchette have as two consenting adults, it is none of this Council’s business. There is nothing in the Town’s charter or bylaws that has a code of conduct prohibiting a relationship between employees and supervisors. In fact, we have a long precedent in the Sheriff’s Office of exactly that kind of relationship with former Sheriff Caitlin and Mary, who was the Administrative Assistant under her husband.”
“That’s ridiculous!” said Councilwoman Smith-Abbott. “Sheriff Caitlin and Mrs. Caitlin were married. What Sheriff Weber and Deputy Fuchette are doing is…”
“It’s none of your business, or this Council’s business,” Bennett interrupted. “This body cannot impose the morality of its individual members upon Town employees. In fact, to even ask them about their relationship could be construed as harassment, in my professional opinion. Now, if there is any evidence that this alleged relationship is not consensual, or if Deputy Fuchette has been in any way coerced into it, we have grounds to discipline the Sheriff. Or, if there is any evidence that Deputy Fuchette has received preferential treatment because of any relationship she might have with Sheriff Weber, or if their alleged relationship has created a hostile or uncomfortable work environment for any employee. Barring that, our hands are tied.”
“You’re telling me we don’t have any recourse in this matter?” Mayor Wingate asked. “That’s impossible!”
Bennett shook his head and said, “Not unless coercion or a relationship is detrimental to the operation of the Sheriff’s Office. You may recall, Mr. Mayor, that two years ago I pointed out a number of deficiencies in our bylaws and suggested revisions, and your response was that they have worked fine for the last forty years, so why rock the boat? And at that time, I stated that Big Lake is not the same little place it was when it was incorporated those many years ago. But you and the Council decided it was something that could be pushed to the back burner, where it sat. What can I say?”
The mayor started to say something, but Councilman Templeton held up his hand to silence him.
“We need to address that issue at another time. Right now, I think we need to speak to Deputy Fuchette in private for a moment. I would ask everybody except Deputy Fuchette, the Councilmembers, and Mr. Bennett, to wait out into the hallway before we continue.”
It took a moment for the room to be cleared, then Templeton turned to Robyn and considered his words before he spoke.
“Deputy Fuchette, I’m trying to be tactful here, but I’m a small town man and my grown daughters are always telling me that I’m not politically correct, so please bear with me. I’m not going to ask you specifics about any personal relationship you may have with anybody. What I will ask is, do you feel like you have been forced or coerced into a relationship of any kind with anybody related to your employment?”
Robyn’s face colored, but she squared her shoulders and said, “I’m a grown woman, not some little girl. I am also a sworn deputy and qualified Expert on the shooting range at the police academy. Believe me, Mr. Councilman, nobody is going to force me into anything I don’t want to do. Any relationship I may be in, with anybody, is one hundred percent consensual.”
Councilwoman Smith-Abbott started to speak, but Templeton cut her off with a stern look, then turned back to Robyn. “Please understand, Deputy Fuchette, that you are safe to say anything to this Council without fear of reprisal from anybody in this room or in the Sheriff’s Office.”
Robyn nodded and said, “I understand that and I appreciate it, sir. But as I said, I make my own decisions in my life. I’m not being pressured into anything by Jim Weber or anyone else.”
Templeton regarded her for a moment and Robyn looked back at him, holding his eyes. The councilman nodded and said, “I know this whole proceeding is uncomfortable and no doubt embarrassing, Deputy Fuchette. Thank you for your cooperation.”
“I am comfortable that Deputy Fuchette is an independent woman who would not allow herself to be manipulated into anything she is not willing to do. So the next thing we have to establish is whether this alleged relationship is having any negative impact on the operation of the Sheriff’s Office or anyone’s job performance. Deputy Fuchette, would you mind waiting in the hallway and sending Deputy Summers in?”
Robyn left the meeting room and sent Chad Summers in to be interviewed, followed by Dolan Reed, Buz Carelton, and the other deputies. Weber stared at Robyn as they waited in the hallway. Like himself, Robyn was a private person and he was concerned about her reaction to the public inquisition. Robyn regarded him levelly for a moment, her face unreadable, and then looked away and would not meet his eyes.
Archer Wingate was the last deputy questioned and then it was Mary Caitlin’s turn. Five minutes after she went in, she opened the door and motioned everybody back inside. Weber could tell by the grim faces of Chet Wingate and Councilwoman Smith-Abbott that things had not gone their way.
“Let’s get this over with,” said Kirby Templeton. “Sheriff Weber, you know that I have a tremendous amount of respect for you and complete confidence in your ability to do your job. But I won’t say that I don’t have some personal misgivings about a few of the choices you have made in your personal life.”
The words, coming from one of his staunchest supporters on the Council, stung but Weber knew that Templeton was a man like himself, who never minced words or left you wondering where you stood with him.
The councilman’s next words helped soothe things a bit, when Templeton said, “Not one of your deputies, nor Mrs. Caitlin, have said they have anything but the utmost respect for you and for Deputy Fuchette and your abilities to do your jobs. Everyone has said you do not practice favoritism in any way or try to use your position as a personal bully pulpit, which is more than I can say for some in this room. I would expect no less of you.”
If the mayor understood the backhanded criticism from the Town Council’s senior member, he showed no reaction, and Templeton continued.
“As Mr. Bennett has pointed out, legally this Council has no authority to interfere in any relationship you may be having. I think we, on the Council, have to address any shortcomings that our Town’s bylaws have, but that is neither here nor there in this case. This meeting is over.”
“Wait a minute!” the mayor protested. “We aren’t even going to vote on this?”
“Chet, you don’t get it. There’s nothing to vote on,” Templeton said with exasperation. “But I will go on record as saying that I, for one, am sick and tired of sitting here week after week listening to a long litany of Sheriff Weber’s sins, real or imagined. Mr. Bennett just told us that he advised you yesterday that this issue was not within this Council’s province. Yet, you still drug us all in here for it, trying to get your way. Stop trying to abuse the power of your office and grow up!”
The mayor may not have caught the previous jab, but there was no mistaking this public criticism and he stared openmouthed as Templeton rapped his gavel, officially ending the Council session.
***
Outside, Weber’s deputies congratulated him and he thanked them for their support, while trying to catch Robyn’s eye. But she avoided him and climbed into her sleek silver-gray Ford Mustang and drove away before he could diplomatically break free.
Weber was just unlocking the door to his Explorer when Kirby Templeton called his name. “Got a minute, Jimmy?”
All Weber wanted to do was catch up with Robyn, but he turned and put the keys back in his pocket. “Sure, Kirby.”
“I’m your friend. You know that, right?”
“Of course I do, Kirby. And I appreciate what you did in there.”
“All I did was what’s right. But I have to tell you, if the Town’s bylaws were as up-to-date as they should be, you’d have a real problem right now. And friend or no friend, I have a real problem with you sleeping with this woman.”
“This woman?”
“Can it, Jimmy,” Kirby said with irritation. “You know what I mean. You’re treading on very thin ice in this relationship. Boss and female employee. I don’t like it.”
“So you think I should end it with Robyn? Is that what you’re saying?”
“I didn’t say anything of the kind. You said the other day you’d rather drive a bus or dig ditches than lose her. I’ve never heard you say that about any woman, and Lord knows, you’ve not been a monk. Do you love her, Jimmy?”
“Yeah, Kirby, I do. I’ve never felt this way about anybody before.”
“Then be a man and marry her,” Kirby said. “She deserves it.”
With that, he turned on his heel and walked away without another word. Weber stared after him, then opened the door and climbed into the Explorer. He knew Kirby Templeton was a man of deep religious and moral values, but also not one to try to impose them on others. He also recalled that this was not the first conversation he had had that day in which someone had mentioned marriage between him and Robyn.
***
The Mustang was parked in the driveway of Robyn’s house, but it took her a while to answer the door. When she did, she didn’t invite him in.
“What do you want, Jimmy?”
“Are you okay?”
“Oh, let me see…. except for being humiliated by having my personal life dragged before the whole Town Council and letting the world know that I’m your personal concubine, yeah, I’m just fine,” she said sarcastically.
“Robyn, I….”
She shook her head and cut him off. “What’s next, Jimmy? Should I wear a scarlet A instead of a badge? Would that satisfy this town’s gossipmongers?”
“Listen, Robyn, I’m sorry. So very sorry you were put in this position.”
“And do you know what’s the worst part of it, Jimmy? You and me. We’re hypocrites. Chad and Buz and every one of them stood up there and talked about how professional we are and about our integrity, and it was just a week ago that we were humping in the back seat of my police car while I was on duty, like a couple of horny teenagers.”
“What do you want, Robyn? Where do you want this to go between us?”
“I don’t know,” she told him. “I love you, Jimmy, and I know you love me. But I just can’t keep on like we have been, forever.”
“Tonight, Kirby Templeton told me I should marry you.”
Robyn’s eyes widened in surprise. “Jesus, Jimmy, now we’ve got people telling us to get married? This is crazy.”
“Is it, Robyn?”
“Yes, it is! Are you asking me to marry you?”
Weber wasn’t sure how to reply to that. Was he? Sure, he had occasionally thought about getting married someday, but it was always an abstract thing, not a goal, not a plan, and no particular woman came to mind when it did cross his mind. Now he had to ask himself if “someday” had arrived and Robyn was the woman.
“What would you say if I was?”
“Don’t play that game, Jimmy. Either you are or you aren’t. But before you do, if you do, you need to decide if it’s because that’s what you really want, or because that’s what you think is the right thing to do. And you can’t decide that right now standing here on my front porch.”
“You could invite me in.”
Robyn shook her head. “Not tonight. We both have a lot to think about. And you and I both know that if I let you in here, thinking isn’t going to be our top priority.”
Weber reached out his hand to caress her cheek and Robyn pulled away. “Uh uh, not tonight, Jimmy. Go home and take a cold shower.”
He knew it wouldn’t do him any good to try harder and that wasn’t his style. Weber believed that when a woman said no, it meant no. He nodded and walked down the two steps to the yard, then turned back toward the house. Robyn looked at him for a long moment, started to say something, and then seemed to think better of it and shut the door.
 



Chapter 21
Anthony Wilson died early Thursday morning.
The doctor Weber spoke to, who said his name was Pavlovich, said that Wilson had spiked a temperature the night before and gone into cardiac arrest.
“We did all we could, but it wasn’t enough. I’m sorry.”
“Was his daughter there?” Weber asked.
“Ahh yes, the daughter,” Doctor Pavlovich said, “No, she hasn’t been here. As I understand it, she suffered a heart attack after her father was shot, so she hasn’t been able to get down here.”
Weber started to tell him that Bridget Harrelson had not had a heart attack, but instead asked, “Why do I think I hear a “Thank God” there?”
The doctor chuckled. “Oh, I’ve had a couple of long telephone conversations with Mrs. Harrelson. And the nurses who were taking care of Mr. Wilson tell me she has been a frequent caller. Apparently she is a bit high strung.”
“You could say that,” Weber agreed.
“When I called her to tell her that we lost her father, the first thing she did was cuss me out, and then she promised to sue me, the hospital, and every nurse and technician who came into contact with her father in any way.”
“Bridget has a certain way about her,” Weber told him. “Sort of a cross between a Gila monster and a rabid dog.”
The doctor chuckled again.
This is going to be really rough on the young deputy who shot him.” Weber said. “He’s already taking it very hard.”
“For what it’s worth, Sheriff, Anthony Wilson was an old man who was grossly overweight and in terrible physical condition. His cholesterol level was through the roof, his arteries were partially clogged, he had diabetes, and he was in the early stages of kidney failure. The death certificate will say that he died of complications from a gunshot wound, but even without that, his life expectancy would probably have been measured in months, not years.
Weber thanked Doctor Pavlovich for his time and hung up, wishing that fate would have visited a heart attack upon Anthony Wilson before Wyatt Trask had to shoot him.
***
When Wyatt Trask opened his apartment door and saw the grim faces of Weber and Chad standing in the apartment hallway, they didn’t have to say anything.
Tears began streaming down the deputy’s face. “Oh my God. He’s dead, isn’t he?”
“I’m afraid so,” Weber said. “He died at 3:10 this morning.”
Wyatt’s knees buckled and Chad quickly stepped forward to catch him. They helped him to the couch, where he slumped back and cried with deep, wracking sobs. While Chad tried to comfort him, Weber went into the kitchen and drew a glass of water and brought it to Wyatt.
“Here, drink this,” Weber said, but his words didn’t get through to the distraught man.
The sheriff knew from his own experience that there was nothing to say to ease the pain or make the horror go away. All they could do was be there for him.
***
After spending an hour with Wyatt, during which time he had finally cried himself out, Weber left him in Chad’s care and made a round of calls to the Town Council members to inform them of the unexpected development in the wake of the Thriftway shooting.
As expected, Kirby Templeton, Frank Gauger, and Mel Walker were supportive and concerned about Wyatt Trask, while Adam Hirsch, Councilwoman Smith-Abbott, and Mayor Wingate were quick to criticize Weber for allowing the situation to deteriorate to the point where lethal force was required.
“Do you know how this makes Big Lake look to the rest of the world?” the mayor demanded. “I can just see the headlines now, “Come to Big Lake, where we shoot first and ask questions later!””
“Chet, it was a justified shooting. The man was pointing a loaded gun at two people.”
“The sick old man,” the mayor corrected him. “Is that all you and your deputies know how to do, Sheriff, shoot children and the elderly?”
That was a low comment, even for the mayor, and Weber felt his anger building. He wanted to reach through the telephone and strangle the officious buffoon, but managed to control himself long enough to say, “Chet, until you’ve put your ass on the line and been where Deputy Trask or myself have been, you’ve got no right to criticize our actions. If you think either of our shootings were wrong, you can call the State Police and tell them so. They cleared me in the Rafferty shooting, and they will Wyatt, too. So put up or shut up.”
The mayor continued his harangue, but Weber wasn’t in the mood for it and hung up on him. He wanted to hit something, but consoled himself with lighting one of the evil smelling cigars he kept hidden in his desk drawer. Smoking in public places had been illegal in Arizona for years, but at that moment, the sheriff would have greatly welcomed the opportunity to confront anybody who wanted to object.
 



Chapter 22
The remainder of the week went by quietly. There were a few complaints about the hippies from residents who were more alarmed by their presence than anything they had actually done, and on Sunday when their camping permit expired, they started leaving the meadow, headed in every direction on the compass.
Weber drove out to the meadow just in time to catch Burt and Caroline as they were loading the last of their makeshift first aid station into the huge storage bays of their old bus. Unlike the other buses he had seen at the gathering, which had started life carrying schoolchildren, theirs was an MCI passenger coach that the couple had lovingly converted into a comfortable home on wheels. Caroline gave the sheriff a tour, proudly pointing out the handmade cabinets, environmentally friendly composting toilet, and the solar panels that allowed them to charge their battery bank from the sun.
“How long did it take you to build this?” Weber asked, with admiration at the craftsmanship he saw.
“We’ve been in it over fifteen years now,” Burt said, “and we’re still not done. There’s always something else to tinker with.”
Caroline presented him with a loaf of homemade wheat and oat bread, and hugged the sheriff as Burt started the diesel motor with a roar.
“You’re a good man, Sheriff Weber, and it’s been a pleasure to get to know you. We don’t usually get a good reception from the local gendarmes everywhere we go.”
“I’m just sorry that a few of our other citizens haven’t made you feel welcome,” Weber told her. “I didn’t see Jeremy and Randi. How is he doing?”
“He’s still pretty sore, and will be for a few days, but he’s fine. The bruises will fade. As for the memories, time heals all wounds, they say.”
Thinking about some of his own psychological wounds, Weber wondered if that was really true, but he just nodded and stepped back as Caroline went up the steps into the bus and turned to wave at him before closing the door. Burt put the bus in gear, tooted the horn at him, and they were gone in a puff of black diesel smoke.
***
Sunday afternoon, Pete and Mary had a cookout, and invited everyone from the Sheriff’s office, as well as several other friends. Pete stood at the grill in a cloud of delicious smoke, shooing away anybody who came near to help him cook. Weber was perched on the end of a picnic table, enjoying the day and watching the people around him as they visited.
Dolan and Buz were pitted against each other in a spirited game of horseshoes, teasing each other every time one of them missed the stake, and declaring it beginners’ luck when they did score. Larry Parks, Chad Summers, Paul Lewis, and Carl Weston sat at the same table, playing cards and using wooden matches for chips. Judy Troutman was teaching a crochet stitch to Nan Bigelow from the school board at another table. Wendy Reed and Kathy Carelton were perched in lawn chairs discussing baby names and maternity clothes while MaryAnn Summers was inside helping Mary Caitlin and Abby Weston make potato salad.
“That’s it,” Paul chortled as he won a hand and raked in a small pile of matchsticks, “I’m going to close the paper down and retire to Las Vegas and play poker for a living.”
“Doesn’t one have to actually work before they can retire?” Chad asked as he shuffled the deck and dealt a new hand.
“Hey, I’m not like you,” Paul said as he collected his cards and grimaced, an expression that foretold a poor future for him as a professional gambler. “I don’t suck off the town’s teat to make my living. Every nickel I earn is by the sweat of my brow.”
“Yeah, I lead such a lavish lifestyle,” Chad said. “I’m just wallowing in luxury.”
“What did you do before you retired?” Parks asked Carl as he sipped from a longneck beer bottle and threw away two cards, hoping to draw something better. From the groan he let out, it was obvious he hadn’t. Chad quickly raised the pot four matches, and Parks folded.
“Nothing exciting,” Carl said, as he saw Chad’s bet and called him, laying down a pair of Jacks, backed up by a pair of eights. “I taught history at a small college back east.”
“Darn you!” Chad said as he revealed his own two pair of fours and sixes. “That’s three hands now. Give me a break. I’m gonna have to go pitch horseshoes with those youngsters if you keep this up.”
“Stop your whining, son,” Parks said as he shuffled the cards and began to deal. “You can’t throw horseshoes any better than you can play cards. Where did you teach back east, Carl?”
“Ladycliff College, in New York.”
“History was one of my favorite subjects in school,” Parks said, “I’ve always been a fan of Francis Marion down in South Carolina myself.”
“Every school has something to offer,” Carl said.
“Okay, I’m done,” Chad said, throwing in his hand after one glance at his cards. “I swear you two are conspiring against me.” Parks accused him of being a wimp and Chad said, “You card sharks have hustled the last matchstick you’re getting out of me.”
“Winners never quit and quitters never win,” Parks reminded him. But Chad wasn’t buying any of it.
“Hey, Jimmy, you want in on this friendly game?” Parks asked.
Just then, Weber spied Robyn coming around the corner of the house and said, “I’ll pass. My mother didn’t raise any fools. I saw the way you guys did Chad.”
He pushed himself off the table and walked over to Robyn, while behind him, Parks tried to cajole Chad to come back to the game.
“How are you?” Weber asked. Robyn had avoided him since the night of the Town Council meeting and their brief conversation on her front porch. The one time they had crossed paths was at the office on Friday afternoon, where there had been too many people around to talk privately. Robyn had collected her payroll check and left before Weber could figure out a discreet way to speak to her.
“I’m okay.”
“I came by a couple of times, but you weren’t home.”
“Yeah, I’ve been busy the last couple of days.”
Robyn wouldn’t meet his eyes.
“Busy?”
“I just needed some space.”
“Have I been smothering you or something?”
“I don’t want to get into this here, Jimmy.”
“Sooner or later we need to talk.”
“Yes, but not now. I just want to have some fun and relax, okay?
“We can’t just ignore it, Robyn…”
“I’m not ignoring anything,” she said sharply. “All I’ve done is think about it. I’ve thought about it until it feels like my head is going to explode! Can’t I just not think about it for one afternoon. Is that okay, Jimmy?”
Weber held his hands, palm up, in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. I’ll back off.”
“Robyn? Get over here and help me, girl,” Marsha Perry called from across the yard. “We’re going to play the guys and show them how real women pitch horseshoes.”
“Look, Jimmy, I know I’m not good at dealing with things like this.” Robyn said as she touched his arm. “When I feel pressured in my personal life, my natural reaction is to withdraw into myself. I need to work through all of this. Just give me some time, please?”
Weber nodded as Marsha called Robyn again.
“Coming!”
She squeezed Weber’s hand quickly and went to join the game.
Later, as everyone was seated at the picnic tables enjoying their meal, Weber found himself sharing a table with Pete and Mary, Carl and Abby, and Parks and Marsha, with Robyn at his side.
“Oh, Pete, you are a true artist at the grill,” Carl said, as he sliced into his steak.
“Yeah, that’s him, an artist,” Mary agreed sarcastically.
“I’m thinking about getting rid of my old Stetson and wearing one of them there berets.” Pete said. “Maybe even get one of those fancy cigarette holders to stick my Camels in.”
“Yeah, well you do that and I’ll let my armpit hair grow out,” Mary told him. “We’ll just become a couple of beatniks.”
“Speaking of beatniks and other alternative lifestyles, have all those hippies left town?” Marsha asked.
“Why? You thinking about joining them?” Parks teased. “Change your name to something like Sesame Sunflower?”
“Hey, if it would give me an excuse not to shave my pits, I might just do it,” Marsha declared.
“I guess we could start calling you Mama Crass,” Weber said, and Marsha stuck her tongue out at him.
“They were headed out this morning,” Weber said. “Gregory Page from the Forest Service asked me to run out to the meadow to check things out, to see if they ruined the place.”
“And did they?” Carl asked.
“No, I didn’t see any trash or anything like that. Some tire tracks and ashes from their fires, but that’s about it. A lot of our weekend campers leave a bigger mess when they head back home.”
“Fess up,” Marsha teased, “You just went out there to see naked boobies, didn’t you?”
“Well, I am a fan of the female anatomy, in all of its various sizes and shapes,” Weber admitted. “But I assure you, this was strictly business.”
“More like monkey business,” Marsha laughed.
Weber felt a slight pressure on his leg as Robyn moved hers against his, and wasn’t sure if it was by accident or on purpose. She held the contact for a long moment and then it was gone as she started to tell Mary and Abby about a book she was reading.
“You know what the definition of a hippie is?” Pete asked, and when nobody replied, he said, “It’s a Jack that looks like a Jill and smells like a john.” The old sheriff cackled at his own joke, and the smiles he got were more at his enjoyment of his own sense of humor than anything else.
“Well, I’ll tell you right now, we don’t need their kind around here,” Carl was saying, as Weber tried to focus back on the conversation he had lost track of. “I didn’t have any patience for that long hair, anti-establishment crap when I was teaching and I still don’t. Take a bath and get a job, make something of yourself. How can someone go coasting through life without a care in the world, always taking and never giving back?”
Weber thought of Butch and Caroline, whose lifestyle may not have fit into the mainstream but who were giving something back, in their own way.
“Well, over all, they were a pretty good bunch, from what I saw,” Pete said. “Nothing like the folks around here were getting all fired up about, making all kinds of wild claims. Hell, I had more trouble with the fishermen and skiers when I was sheriff than Jimmy had with those hippies.”
“That’s true, Pete,” Weber agreed. “Hazel Fuller must have called me half a dozen times. Every time she saw anybody she didn’t recognize walking down the road she knew it was a hippie intent on rape and pillage. And old man Tunrow was convinced that they had spiked the water supply with LSD. To hear people talk, you’d think they were going to be selling pot on Main Street and dancing naked around a pole in the park.”
“Well hell, Jimmy, that ain’t all bad,” Parks said. “I’ve always been in favor of paganism, myself.”
“That’s because you’re a heathen,” Marsha said.
“So you had a rough time with the hippies when you were teaching college?” Parks asked Carl. “But didn’t looking at all those pretty coeds in their miniskirts make up for it, at least a little bit?”
Carl shook his head and said, “Just so many pigs to me, all just passing time and not there to learn a damn thing. College was just an excuse for them to party and avoid the real world. Besides,” he said, patting Abby’s arm affectionately, “When you’ve got a lady like this at home, why would you even want to look at anything else?”
“Ahh, that’s so sweet,” Marsha said. “Someday I want the kind of relationship you two have.”
“Forty-one years,” Carl said. “And I’ll tell you what, I love this lady more every day.”
Weber felt Robyn’s leg against his again, and this time she maintained the contact. He slipped his hand under the table and rested it on her upper thigh, and a moment later Robyn’s hand found his and held it for a moment before she reached to help pass a bowl of mixed vegetables from Mary to Parks.
***
The sun was low in the sky when the party broke up and people started drifting away. Robyn lingered to help Mary and Abby wash dishes, in spite of their hostess’ claims that they weren’t needed and that Pete would be happy to help her with the cleanup chores. And even if he wasn’t all that happy about it, he needed to earn his keep.
Weber, Pete, and Carl sat on the front porch and watched the shadows lengthen in the yard until the women were done and had joined them.
“Thank you. It’s been a wonderful day,” Abby said as she hugged Mary and kissed her cheek. “Are you sure there’s nothing else I can help you with?”
“No, you two run along,” Mary said. “Whatever’s left will keep until tomorrow. All I’m going to do is sit on the couch and put my feet up and watch a little TV.”
“Well, I’ll tell you what, we really appreciated your hospitality last week, but it sure feels good to be back in our own home,” Carl said.
“Yes it does,” Abby agreed. “And we can’t thank you enough for the cleaning and everything.” She shuddered and said, “I was just sure I’d never even be able to walk through that door again. But Carl was right. It’s our home and we can’t let the memory of what happened drive us out of it. There are far too many wonderful memories we’ve shared there.”
They departed with a round of hugs and handshakes, and Weber and Robyn left at the same time. He opened the door of her Mustang and she slid inside, then looked up from the driver’s seat.
“Jimmy, I’m sorry I’ve avoided you the last few days. I’m just so confused. I see Carl and Abby and the way they are so obviously in love, and even Mary and Pete, as much as they grumble at each other, and I want that someday. I really do. But I’m just starting my career as a deputy, and that’s something I’ve always wanted too.”
“The two don’t have to be exclusive,” Weber told her. “Mary and Pete worked together for years.”
“Yes, but she was in the office. And there’s nothing wrong with that. Nobody could run that place like she does. But I’ve been in the office, Jimmy. I spent two years sitting at that dispatch desk. It’s not for me. I want to be out on the road as a deputy.”
“And you don’t think we could make that work?”
“I don’t know,” Robyn said with a shake of her head. “What happens if we wanted to start a family someday? I don’t even know if you want kids!”
“Well, we’ve already got Parks,” he told her. “He’s never gonna grow up.”
“Be serious, Jimmy!”
“Sorry.”
“My point is, what do we really know about each other? Suddenly we were talking about marriage and I don’t even know if you want kids. I don’t know if you want a wife that spends her days and nights riding around in a patrol car. I don’t even know if you really do want to get married or if that was just a knee jerk reaction to the whole Town Council thing and what Kirby said to you.”
“You’re right, Robyn. There are a lot of things we need to sit down and talk about. And to be honest, I don’t know the answers to some of those questions. But I do know two things. I know that I love you, and the very thought of you not being in my life scares the hell out of me. And if I was ever going to have what those two old farts in there have, or what Carl and Abby have, there’s nobody in the world but you that I would want to have it with.”
There were tears in her eyes when Robyn looked at him and said, “For a small town boy who says he doesn’t know a lot, you sure know how to say the things that hit me right here.” She tapped her chest, then leaned out the window to kiss him.
“Wherever all of this takes us, Jimmy, I promise you one thing. I’m not going anywhere.”
 



Chapter 23
Wyatt Trask was waiting for Weber when he arrived at his office Monday morning. The deputy’s face was haggard, he hadn’t shaved, and his eyes were bloodshot. If Weber had not known better, he would have thought Wyatt was coming down from a long drinking binge.
“You look like hell, Wyatt,” Weber told him. “Have you gotten any sleep?”
Wyatt shrugged his shoulders. “I can’t sleep. I start to drift off and wake right back up.”
“Did you call Molly Bateson to set up an appointment? It really will help, Wyatt.”
Wyatt shook his head.
“When’s the last time you had anything to eat?”
Again Wyatt shrugged his shoulders. “No appetite.”
Weber leaned forward in his seat to look the deputy in the face. “Wyatt, you need some help. There’s nothing wrong with that. I’ve been exactly where you are. I’m not over it yet. But you can learn to deal with it. Let me give Molly a call and set something up for you.”
He was reaching for his telephone when Wyatt said, “Don’t bother, Sheriff. I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I know that I can’t do this job any more. I just came in to tell you that I’m quitting.”
“Wyatt, don’t rush into any decisions, okay? Right now, your mind is all tangled up and I understand that. Give yourself some time. Talk to Molly. She’s done me a lot of good. You’ve got the makings of a good cop. Don’t throw that away.”
Wyatt shook his head. “I just can’t do it, Sheriff. I’ve put in hundreds of hours on the range but now just the thought of touching a gun makes me sick. And with what I’m going through now, I know I could never shoot anybody again. What if it came to that and I got somebody else killed, some innocent civilian or another cop, because I wasn’t able to do my job? I never want to be put in this position again.”
“I know exactly how you’re feeling, Wyatt,” Weber told him. “I asked myself over and over if I could pull the trigger again if I had to. And I really didn’t know, until Monday in the Thriftway. I was starting to when you fired your shot.”
“You’re a better man than me,” Wyatt said, and Weber wondered how knowing he could take another human life, if necessary, made him a better man.
“I talked to my brother for a long time last night,” Wyatt continued. “He’s a trucker and wants me to team up with him for a while. I think I’m going to do it. If I like it, maybe I’ll get my own rig. It’s what I need to do, Sheriff. I’m sorry to let you down.”
“You’re not letting me down, Wyatt,” Weber assured him. “You have to do what’s right for you. But I still wish you’d talk to Molly, at least once. Whether you’re in the cab of an eighteen-wheeler or in a police car, what you experienced won’t just go away. You need somebody to help you process all of this.”
“I appreciate it,” Wyatt told him, “but what I need is to get away from all of it. I told my brother that as soon as the shooting review is over and I’m free to leave, I’d be there.”
Weber knew he couldn’t force his soon-to-be former deputy to seek help if he didn’t want it, and he had to acknowledge to himself that at least Wyatt was honest enough to realize that he would not be capable of using deadly force if put into the same position again. Weber couldn’t say the same for himself; until the shooting at the grocery store he wasn’t sure whether or not he could pull the trigger on a living, breathing target again.
“You can leave any time you need to,” Weber said. “It was a justifiable shooting, and I’m not going to hold you here if you want to go. Just in case anything comes up with the Town Council, let’s call it a leave of absence until the Department of Public Safety makes their official ruling. We’ll need an address and contact information, in case we need to get in touch with you, but I don’t anticipate anything coming up.”
“One more thing, Sheriff, I need to get rid of my firearms. Like I said, I can’t touch them.”
“Wyatt, you know the gun was just a tool, right? It’s not good or evil, it’s just an inanimate object.”
“I understand that on a rational level. But I’d feel the same way if I would have run somebody over with my car,” Wyatt said. “I’ve got my AR-15, my Glock .40 duty weapon, a Baby Glock .40 I carried off duty, and a twelve gauge tactical Remington shotgun. If you or any of the guys here wants them, you’re welcome to them.”
Weber knew that deputies didn’t make huge salaries and the firearms were all expensive models. He didn’t want the young man to suffer a financial loss on top of everything else he was dealing with. “I’ll tell you what, Wyatt, I’ll ask if any of the guys want them at a fair price. If not, I’ll write you a check.”
“That’s good of you, Sheriff. I appreciate it.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out his badge and handed it to Weber, along with his department identification card. The men shook hands and Weber told him to keep in touch, but he was pretty sure that when Wyatt Trask left Big Lake there were too many painful memories that would prevent him from revisiting in any way, be it physically, or just a telephone call.
***
In spite of their earlier misgivings about the overzealous deputy, everyone in the office shook Wyatt’s hand and wished him well in whatever he chose to do with his life. Weber sent Dolan and Tommy along with him, to retrieve Wyatt’s police car and weapons.
“You’re worried about him, aren’t you?” Parks asked.
“Yeah. I really wish he’d have talked to Molly before he made any decisions.”
“Well, Scooter, some folks just aren’t cut out for police work. You know that. And I don’t know anybody who’s ever had to shoot somebody that it didn’t tear them all to pieces. It’s better to know he can’t handle it and get on with his life, than to have him freeze up when push comes to shove and lives are on the line.”
“You’re right,” Weber said. “But like I told him, this isn’t going to just go away, no matter how he decides to make a living. He can’t run away from it because it will follow him wherever he goes.”
“You can’t live another man’s life for him,” Parks said. “Sometimes you just have to step aside and let them go, for better or worse.”
Weber picked up Wyatt’s badge from his desk and put it in a drawer, hoping that whatever his former deputy chose to do with his life, the demons that he himself knew all too well would eventually allow the man to have some peace.
 



Chapter 24
Parks had been busy on the computer and telephone all day, working right through lunch, which was unheard of for him. It was midafternoon when he came into Weber’s office and took the seat beside his desk.
“We need to talk.”
“Uh oh, that doesn’t sound good,” Weber said. “Are you breaking up with me? You’re seeing some other sheriff, aren’t you?”
Parks shook his head, but before he could say anything, Weber asked, “Okay, if it’s not that, what is it? Did you get some girl in trouble? Do we have to go through that whole birds and bees thing all over again?”
Parks shook his head again and held up a manila folder. “A couple of things Carl Weston said yesterday didn’t make sense to me.”
“About the hippies? He did seem kind of intolerant, didn’t he?”
“That was only part of it. I’ve been researching this thing for hours and talking to my Field Office down in Phoenix. The Westons are ghosts.”
“Ghosts? As in wearing sheets and going boo?”
“No, ghosts as in there are absolutely no records about them before they showed up here in Big Lake twelve years ago. They said they came from New York, but there is no history of them ever having drivers’ licenses in New York, or any other state. No licenses, no Social Security cards, nothing at all. It’s like they just suddenly materialized out of thin air.”
Something had been nagging at the edge of Weber’s conscience for over a week, and talking about Wyatt’s resignation earlier in the day and then hearing Parks’ revelations seemed to suddenly bring it to the forefront of his mind, where it became crystal clear.
“We’ve got some more homework to do,” Weber said.
***
Carl Weston was loading suitcases into the back of his blue Subaru Forester when Weber, Parks, and Chad pulled into the driveway on Zuni Lane. He closed the liftgate and turned to smile at them as they got out of Weber’s Explorer.
“Hi guys. What’s up? If you’re back for a rematch, Chad, I hope you brought the cards.”
“Taking a trip?” Weber asked.
“Yeah, we need to get away for a few days.”
“You’re getting kind of a late start, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, I guess so. I thought being back in the house would be okay, but poor Abby just can’t relax. I thought I’d take her to Las Vegas for a few days, see a couple of shows, throw some quarters in the slot machines, and just unwind. We’ll probably drive as far as Flagstaff or Williams and stop for the night.”
“I can understand that,” Weber said. “You guys do a lot of traveling, don’t you Carl?”
“We’ve got some gypsy in our souls,” Carl said as Abby came out of the house and joined them, wearing a floppy straw hat, with an oversized cloth bag hanging over her shoulder.
She slipped her arm around her husband’s waist and smiled at the three lawmen.
“Hello Sheriff. Agent Parks. Deputy. What brings you three out here?”
“I was just saying to Carl that you two sure take a lot of vacations. It must be nice to be retired.”
“It is, especially when you get to spend your golden years with the love of your life,” Abby agreed.
“Where all do you go off to?” Weber asked. “What are some of your favorite places?”
“Why, are you planning a honeymoon?” Abby teased.
“Oh, you never know,” Weber told her, “I’ve heard Hawaii is nice.”
“Any place can be nice if you’re with the right person,” Abby said, leaning her head on Carl’s shoulder. “But there are lots of wonderful and fascinating places right here in the good old USA. We’ve seen a lot over the years, haven’t we dear?”
“We sure have,” Carl agreed.
“How about places like China or Europe?” Weber asked. “That sounds like it would be fun.”
“Oh yes, we’ve seen the Great Wall, Big Ben, the Eiffel Tower, all of the famous landmarks.”
“Really? How do you do that without passports?”
“Passports?”
“Yeah, don’t you need a passport to go places like that?”
“Sure you do,” Carl said. “Ours have more visa stamps on them than a post office.”
“I’d like to see them,” Weber said. “They must be interesting. Almost a travelogue on paper.”
“I’ll have to show them to you sometime,” Carl told him. “Unfortunately, if we’re going to make it to Flagstaff before bedtime, we’d better get a move on.”
He started to reach for the passenger door of the Subaru when Weber asked, “Can I see them now?”
“See what, Sheriff?”
“Your passports.”
“Our passports? They’re in our safe deposit box at the bank. Don’t need passports to travel in the United States.”
“You know the funny thing about passports? We couldn’t find any record of either of you ever having any,” Weber said. “Why would that be?”
Carl turned away from the car door and faced Weber. “Have you been checking up on us, Sheriff? What’s with all the questions?”
“Well, you know, my friend Parks here mentioned to you the other day that history was one of his favorite subjects in school. Truth is, he’s quite the amateur historian. So it seemed strange to him when he mentioned Francis Marion down in South Carolina, you thought it was a college.”
“Frances Marion?”
“Francis Marion, The Swamp Fox. He led a bunch of guerillas fighting against the British back during the Revolutionary War. Now, there is a Francis Marion University down in South Carolina, too. But it just seems to me and Parks that a retired history professor like you would have realized he was talking about the man, not the school.”
“Well, there you have it,” Carl said with a laugh. “A simple misunderstanding. I was talking about Francis Marion University. In fact, I think I said something about all colleges being different but each having something to offer.”
“Ah, that makes sense,” Weber said. “But you know what else kind of bothered us? You said you taught at Ladycliff College in New York.”
“Yes, I did. What’s your point, Sheriff? Why the interrogation?”
“You said something about dealing with all the longhairs and anti-establishment types when you were teaching. And you said you never looked at those pretty coeds in their miniskirts, and kids going to college to party and avoid the real world.”
“Is that a crime, Sheriff? Okay, I admit it. I’m guilty. Maybe I did notice those miniskirts a time or two. Arrest me.” He tried to laugh it off, but his smile disappeared when Weber spoke again.
“Ladycliff College was in Highland Falls, New York. It was a private Catholic women’s college and it closed down after the 1980 school year. So that means you would have retired when you were, what, about 30 or 35 years old? I had no idea that college professors made that kind of money. But then again, I didn’t know those good Catholic girls were allowed to wear miniskirts. Or do a lot of partying. And all those anti-establishment kids you were complaining about? Highland Falls is also where West Point is located. I just don’t see all of those cadets carrying picket signs that say Make Love, Not War, do you? I’d think the Army might not take too kindly to their future officers doing that.”
“You’d be surprised what good Catholic girls do. Or what kind of guys they attract.”
“You’re not a peacenik like those hippies you were talking about, are you, Carl?”
Carl was obviously getting irritated when he asked, “What the hell does that mean?”
“Were you ever in the Army? Or the Navy, or whatever?”
“No.”
“See, that’s something else that has been bothering me for a while now. For a guy who never spent any time in the military, and apparently doesn’t know much about guns, you bought a custom Kimber .45 at a swap meet? That’s a serious pistol. It retails for over a thousand bucks. And you loaded it up with Glasers? That’s specialized defense ammo, Carl. How does a guy like you even know about a gun and ammunition like that? It’s like a sixteen year old kid from a farm going out and buying a Ferrari for his first car. Why wouldn’t you buy a cheaper revolver that is easier to use? And you’re a hell of a shot, too, Carl. All of us were impressed with how close those bullet holes were in that escaped convict you shot. Shooting under stress like that? I don’t know if any of us could have done that well. In fact, Deputy Reed mentioned that very fact. About how good you did. How’d you do that, Carl?”
Carl shrugged his shoulders. “I just got lucky, I guess.”
“Even a double tap, two shots to center mass, just like we train cops to do. How did you know to do that?”
“I don’t know,” Carl said. “Maybe I picked it up on a TV show or something. Or all the time I’ve spent hanging out with Pete Caitlin. You know how he’s always talking about his days as Sheriff.”
“Yeah, Pete does like to reminisce,” Weber said. “But you know what he never talks about? The three men he had to shoot in the line of duty. That’s not something most people talk about to just anybody. Hell, I didn’t even know about it until we had a talk in the days after I shot Steve Rafferty and was having such a hard time dealing with it.”
Carl stared at him without responding.
“Having to shoot that kid was just about the worst thing that’s ever happened to me. I couldn’t eat or sleep for months afterward. Deputy Trask just resigned this morning because he couldn’t deal with shooting that fellow at the Thriftway. But you know what, Carl? The same night you killed Jerry Lee Chandler, you were pigging out on fried chicken at Mary Caitlin’s table like there was no tomorrow.”
Carl still didn’t respond, so Weber continued.
“One more thing about that gun that I noticed,” Weber continued. “When I got to your place after the shooting, you still had the gun pointed at Chandler. But when I told you to lay it down, first you flipped on the safety. I’d think somebody who didn’t know anything about guns and who had just shot someone wouldn’t have had the presence of mind to remember to do that. But you did.”
“This is getting pretty offensive, Sheriff. Now, I’ve told you, we need to get on the road. I don’t know where you’re going with all of this, but you’re way over the line.”
“About those trips of yours,” Weber said, ignoring Carl’s comment. “You’re right, we have been checking up on you. What was it that Agent Parks called you both today? Ghosts? There’s no record of either of you before you showed up here in Big Lake a few years back. No drivers’ licenses, no passports, nothing. And we can’t call Ladycliff College to talk to anybody about your teaching days there, can we?”
Carl’s face was dark and his fists were clenched.
“While Parks was doing his magic on the FBI computer system, I was doing some research of my own, even if it wasn’t all that high tech. You know Gloria Rasmusen, don’t you? She writes that Out and About column in the newspaper, where she talks about who got engaged, who had visitors from out of town, and such. I had Paul Lewis show me the back issues for the last ten years and guess what? On nine of those dates when you two were off on your extended vacations, banks and credit unions somewhere got robbed. And Jerry Lee Chandler or his brother Timothy were suspects in seven of those robberies. Is that a coincidence, or what?”
The three lawmen had been concentrating on Carl Weston and not paying enough attention to Abby, so they were taken off guard when her hand dipped into her large cloth shoulder bag and came out with the can of law enforcement quality oleoresin capsicum pepper spray. No trained police officer could have done any better with it than Abby did as she directed it into their faces. Chad and Parks took direct bursts to their eyes, though Weber was able to throw his arm up to divert part of the spray, with less of it hitting him, but still enough to set his right eye on fire.
The unexpected attack wasn’t lethal, but it was sufficient to give Carl and Abby time to jump into their car and for Carl to start the Subaru and throw it into gear. He cranked the wheel hard and drove across the yard, knocking over a plaster birdbath and plowing through Abby’s flowerbed before bouncing out onto the street and speeding downhill.
Weber pulled his pistol and tried to aim it at the car, but his eyes were too blurry to be sure of his shot. Chad and Parks were wiping their eyes and cursing as they crawled into the Explorer. Weber started the engine and backed it out into the street, but the Subaru was already out of sight. He fumbled for the microphone of his radio and keyed the button.
“Judy? I want everybody on the street right now. Tell them to find and stop Carl and Abby Weston. They’re in a blue Subaru Forester, unknown Arizona license plate. Tell them to wait for backup and to consider the Westons armed and dangerous.”
As Judy acknowledged his orders, Parks handed Weber a plastic bottle of water. “Here, wash your eyes out.”
Weber drove with one hand as he poured the water over his face. “There’s a decon kit in the glove box,” he told Parks, who pulled the two small plastic bottles out and passed them to Chad, in the backseat. Chad flushed his eyes and skin with the two-part solution and handed the bottles back to Parks, who washed his out. He used what was left to bathe Weber’s eye as the sheriff drove.
The pain was lessened and Weber’s vision improved somewhat.
“Damn, that stuff burns!”
“Where’d they go?” Chad asked as they hit Main Street.
“Only two ways out of town,” Weber said as he turned toward the T intersection to the north, which was closer. It proved to be the wrong choice, which was confirmed when Buz announced over the radio that he had the suspect vehicle in sight, approaching the main highway at the Y.
“I’m on the main highway, coming up on the Y,” Dolan said. “I’ll block them from this end.”
“We’re on our way,” Weber said, whipping the Explorer around in a U-turn, the tires squealing for purchase on the blacktop. “Do not approach until backup arrives! Just stop them. And be careful guys.”
It took Weber almost seven minutes to get to the Y, driving through town at high speed, siren screaming, threading his way around cars and trucks that all seemed intent on frustrating him by not moving over. When he topped the hill where Thelma Wright had almost run into the protestors staging their sit in just a few days ago, he saw a tense standoff up ahead.
Dolan Reed’s pickup was blocking the road on the south side, with Nate Sawyer’s Highway Patrol car filling the rest of the gap. At the bottom of the short hill, Buz Carelton’s marked car, Tommy Frost’s pickup, and Robyn’s Mustang formed a barricade. Between the two roadblocks, Carl Weston’s blue Subaru Forester was stopped in the middle of the road, facing away from town.
Weber pulled up behind the Mustang and got out with Wyatt’s AR-15, walking up to where his deputies were crouched over the hood and trunk of Buz’s car.
“Are you guys okay?” Robyn asked, seeing their irritated skin and bloodshot eyes.
“Pepper spray,” Weber told her.
“Here come the paramedics now,” Robyn said as the ambulance rolled to a stop.
“You two go get looked at,” Weber told Parks and Chad, as Rusty Heinz and Pat Price climbed out. Parks started to shake his head, but Weber cut him off. “Go. I’ll need you guys able to see straight if this goes bad. I’ll be right there.”
Robyn and Tommy had been off duty when the call went out and were dressed in civilian clothes. Robyn’s Glock was tucked into the back of her waistband, and she held a shotgun aimed at the Subaru.
“What the hell is going on?” Buz asked. “That’s Carl and Abby, right?”
“It would appear that our friends down there are professional bank robbers,” Weber said. “Do you have a bullhorn?”
Buz nodded and got it out of his trunk. Weber held it to his lips and said, “Carl? Abby? I need you to exit the car with your hands up.”
There was no response.
“This needs to end right here and right now. Nobody has to get hurt. Just do what I say.”
Weber’s amplified voice echoed off the hill beside the road but didn’t seem to draw any reaction from the car. Parks and Chad joined the cluster of officers and Parks said, “Your turn, Jimmy. Get that eye flushed out.”
Weber handed him the rifle and said, “Robyn, call dispatch and get me Carl and Abby’s cell phone numbers. I’m sure Mary has them.”
He went back to the ambulance, where the paramedics flushed his eyes and face, and gave him liquid soap to wash his hands with. As soon as they were done with him, he went back to the roadblock.
The sun was low in the sky, and Parks asked, “How much daylight do we have left?”
“Not much,” Weber said. “Maybe 45 minutes to an hour, at the most.”
“I’ve got the phone number,” Robyn told him. “Mary said they just have the one cell phone. She and Pete are on their way, in case they can talk some sense into them.”
Weber pulled his phone out of his pocket and punched in the numbers. The phone rang six times, and as he expected it to go to voice mail, Abby answered.
“Hello?”
“Abby? Sheriff Weber.”
“We figured it was you.”
“Abby, I need you two to get out of that car with your hands in plain sight, okay?”
“Hold on a second,” Abby said, and then the sound of her voice changed. “I put you on speaker, Sheriff.”
“Okay. Carl? I told Abby I need you both to get out with your hands in plain sight.”
“We heard you over the bullhorn,” Carl said, his voice sounding distant and tinny over the speaker. “I don’t think so, Sheriff. We’re not going to jail. We decided that a long time ago.”
“I’m not going to lie to you,” Weber told him. “You can’t get away, you both know that.”
“Just stay back, Sheriff. We don’t want to hurt anybody.”
“Nobody has to get hurt,” Weber said. “Just get out of the car.”
The sound of an engine and tires crunching on gravel signaled the arrival of Pete and Mary Caitlin. They ran up to the police cars, bent over in a crouch.
“I can’t believe this,” Mary said. “Not Carl and Abby.”
Weber held his hand over his phone and asked, “Do you think you can reason with them? They won’t come out of the car.”
“I’ll try,” Mary said.
Weber pushed the speaker button on his phone and handed it to Mary.
“Carl? Abby? It’s Mary. Are you okay?”
“Oh Mary, you shouldn’t be out here,” Abby said. “Please go home.”
“Honey, you know Pete and I love you guys. Please do what Jimmy says and come out of the car, okay?”
“I’m sorry, we can’t do that,” Abby told her.
“Abby, listen to me…”
Before she could continue, Carl’s voice came over the speaker. “Pete, Mary. Please go home. You two have been the best friends we’ve ever had. This isn’t going to end well. We don’t want you to be here for it.”
“It doesn’t have to end this way,” Mary said. “Just get out of the car. Nobody will hurt you.”
“Carl, if you want, I’ll come down to the car myself and take you into custody so you know you’ll be safe,” Pete added. “I won’t be armed. You have my word on that.”
“No Pete. Don’t come down here. Please, take Mary home.”
“Carl, just give it up, man! You can’t get away.”
“We don’t expect to get away,” Carl said. “We got worried at the cookout that Sheriff Weber and Agent Parks were starting to ask themselves questions. We talked about it half the night and all day today, hoping we were wrong. We thought we’d just take one of our vacations and wait a few days, then call you and Mary and see if it sounded like they had figured things out. If we would have left a couple hours before the sheriff showed up, we could have made it. Poor timing on our part.”
“Give it up, man,” Pete urged.
“You’ve been a good friend, Pete. We’ve had us some good times, haven’t we? Remember that day we both caught our limits in less than an hour? That was some fishing, wasn’t it?”
“It was a good day,” Pete agreed.
“We’re not bad people. Really, we’re not,” Abby said. “Yes, I know we’re criminals, but we never wanted to hurt anyone. It was just a business for us. Some people are salesmen, or teachers, or airplane pilots. Our job was robbing banks.”
“What about Jerry Lee Chandler?” Weber asked. “How did he figure into the picture?”
“Jerry was an animal,” Carl said. “He and Tim were my cousin Audrey’s kids. She was a drunk and God never should have allowed her to have children. She drank herself to death when they were just kids. We tried to help them over and over again, but they just wouldn’t stay out of trouble.”
“So you brought them into the family business?” Weber asked.
“I figured if they were going to be thieves anyway, they might as well go big time. You do the same time for robbing a convenience store as you do a bank. But that was a big mistake. Like Abby said, we never wanted to hurt anybody. And we never did, Abby and me. Neither did Tim. But Jerry could shoot someone and it didn’t mean any more to him than stepping on a bug. We tried to break away from him but he was a dangerous man and we were afraid to cross him. I was glad when he went to prison. With just Tim, it was easier and safer for everybody. But then they killed him, and Abby got shot, and we knew it was time for us to retire. All we ever wanted to do was live here in peace. And we would have if Jerry hadn’t broken out of prison.”
“What happened with Jerry?”
“Going in, it was always clear that if any of us got caught, they did their time and kept their mouth shut and didn’t rat out the others. We all had prepaid phones for keeping in contact during our stakeouts, and I knew if Jerry ever got out, he’d call or come here. But that was supposed to be a long time from now. At our age, we figured we’d both be dead and gone before he ever served his time. We would have been too, if he hadn’t escaped.”
“So he came looking for his share of the money from your robberies?”
“This was our safe haven,” Abby said, “and the rule was that we never brought that part of our lives here. We’d have been happy to give him as much money as he wanted. We tried to. But money wasn’t enough. He wanted more.”
“More?”
“He wanted revenge,” said Carl. “Revenge for his years in prison. Revenge for his brother’s death. He blamed us for that. He wanted blood.”
“So you shot him?”
“I didn’t have a choice. He was going to kill us as soon as I told him where the money was hidden. It was either him or us.”
“Where is all that money?” Pete asked.
Carl laughed. “Pete, you sly old dog, I’m not going to make it easy on you. What fun would that be? But you can tell all of those fools with their shovels to stop digging up the neighborhood. Most of it’s in offshore accounts that nobody is ever going to find.”
“If you tell us where the money is, things would go easier on you in court,” Pete said.
“We’re never going to get to court,” Carl said. “Abby and I are two halves of a whole. Like I said the other night, forty-one years together. We’re not going to spend the rest of our days locked away from each other in cells. No more than we would in some nursing home somewhere. We decided that a long time ago.”
Weber covered the phone with his hand and looked at Pete. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
“Me neither,” Pete said, as Mary wiped tears from her eyes and leaned toward the phone.
“Abby. Please don’t do this.”
“Now, don’t you worry about us, dear,” Abby told her. “We both knew this day could come and we made our plans if it ever did. This is what we both want. Just remember the good times, hon.”
“Abby, please…”
“The battery on this thing is about dead,” Carl said. “Don’t suppose you could talk the rest of these folks into just going away, could you Pete? Just for old times sake?”
“I wish I could, partner,” Pete told him, tears streaking the old lawman’s sun-weathered cheeks.
“Yeah, well, I’d be disappointed in you if you tried,” Carl said, “but it was worth a shot. Sheriff Weber? You still there?”
“I’m here,” Weber told him.
“I’m sorry for all of this trouble we’ve caused you. And Abby’s real sorry for the pepper spray. We sure didn’t want to hurt you fellows. We were hoping it would give us enough time to get away safely. Can I ask just one favor?”
“What is it, Carl?”
“Don’t let Pete and Mary come down here. We want them to remember us for the good times.”
In spite of himself, Weber felt tears in his own eyes. “Just get out of the car, Carl. Please.”
“I’m sorry, Sheriff. We decided a long time ago that being locked up apart would be worse than a death sentence for both of us. This is better. It really is.”
“Carl…”
“I’m going to say goodbye now, Sheriff. My battery’s flashing red and it’s going to be gone any second. I just ask that you give us one more minute to say goodbye to each other.”
The phone went dead, and through the back window of the Subaru, Weber saw Abby and Carl lean together one last time.
“Please don’t,” he whispered.
Two quick gunshots, their sound muffled inside the car, told him that his wish wouldn’t be granted.
 



Chapter 25
Carl and Abby Weston had done a good job of covering their tracks over the years. Neither of their fingerprints were on file anywhere, and it took weeks to find any remaining members of Timothy and Jerry Lee Chandler’s long-estranged, dysfunctional family.
Audrey Chandler had been an alcoholic and drug addict with an arrest record for prostitution and public intoxication, who died when her sons were ages nine and eleven. While a man named Richard Chandler was listed as their father on their birth certificates, there was no record of him anywhere else. There was no birth certificate on file anywhere for Audrey Chandler.
An elderly second cousin in Toledo, Ohio, seemed to remember a family member and his wife who had taken in Timothy and Jerry Lee, but he couldn’t remember their names. Another distant relative thought the boys had been adopted by someone from back east someplace, but she admitted that her own long association with alcohol had dulled her memory.
Unsealed juvenile court records in Lucas County, Ohio, revealed that when they were young teenagers, an uncle named William Parsons and his wife Sheila had agreed to take temporary custody of Timothy and Jerry Lee after they were arrested for a series of home and business burglaries. From there, they dropped off the radar. The address in Scranton, Pennsylvania, that William and Sheila Parsons had provided the court turned out to be another dead end, and there were no other records for a couple with those names.
When Weber and his deputies had approached the Subaru out at the Y that fateful night, they had found Carl and Abby both dead from gunshot wounds to the temple. Two .38 revolvers, each with a single spent round in their fully loaded chambers, were found with the bodies, and tests had revealed gunshot residue on both of their hands, indicating a double suicide. For all of their crimes, Carl and Abby’s devotion to each other had carried them through life together and into whatever awaited them on the other side. Weber wanted to believe that if there was an afterlife, they were together, young again, and maybe able to take a different path this time around.
A search of the car had found $75,000 in cash in their suitcases, along with credit cards and two sets of very good counterfeit identifications in the names of Phillip and Eileen Morgan, of Gresham, Oregon.
The house they had lived in on Zuni Lane turned up another handgun, a .380 Ruger semi-automatic in a shoebox, along with the old prepaid cell phone whose number Jerry Lee Chandler had called. There were no records of any offshore accounts in their car or home, and authorities could not find a safe deposit box in any of the names associated with Carl and Abby.
Their autopsies had revealed a long scar across Abby’s back, where the rookie policeman’s bullet in the Sedalia, Missouri, bank robbery had carved a furrow from her right shoulder blade to an exit point just under her left armpit. Since there were no records at any hospital within 300 miles of a woman being treated for such an injury on or after the date of the robbery and shooting, it was assumed that Carl had cleaned and doctored his wife’s injury himself.
***
A week after the shooting at the Y, Carl and Abby Weston were laid to rest, side by side in the Big Lake Cemetery. With nobody else to claim their bodies or handle the funeral details, Pete and Mary Caitlin had stepped forward and taken on the responsibility.
No matter what they may have been in one part of their lives, the people in Big Lake knew Carl and Abby as friendly, active retirees who had a smile and a kind word for everybody. A small crowd gathered for their graveside service, and Weber thought it was probably the only time in history that six police officers served as pallbearers for a pair of bank robbers they had broken bread with.
Pete Caitlin, dressed in the only suit he owned, held his Stetson in his hand and delivered a short eulogy.
“Dear Lord, I know there are people who would call this couple we are about to commit to you criminals, and I suppose they were. But that was only part of who they were. They were also good people and good friends, and no matter what they did in that other part of their lives, I choose to remember the other Carl and Abby Weston. My fishing buddy, the man who drove my wife over thirty miles in a snowstorm to get her to the hospital to be by my side when I had my heart bypass. The man who used his snow blower to clear his neighbor’s driveways after a storm. The woman whose apple pies melted in your mouth, who crocheted baby blankets for the children at the women’s shelter and afghans for the old folks at the Senior Center. Lord, I would ask you to remember that good man and woman when you pass judgment. Amen.”
Robyn stood by Weber’s side in a black dress, holding his hand, not caring who might see their public display of affection. It may have seemed a small gesture to some, but Weber knew it sent a message not only to him, but to the world.
Pete finished his eulogy and the caskets were gently lowered into the ground. He put his hat back on and his arm around Mary, then led the group away. Soon the cemetery was empty, leaving just the two fresh graves with the simple granite headstone that held the names their friends had been known as while living in Big Lake, the date of their deaths, and the word “Together.”
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Delilah, n. The name of the woman who betrayed Samson to the Philistines, used allusively to mean a temptress or treacherous paramour.
“And she made him sleep upon her knees; and she called for a man, and she caused him to shave off the seven locks of his head; … and his strength went from him.” (Judges 16:19)
complex, n. psychol. A group of emotionally charged ideas or mental factors, unconsciously associated by the individual with a particular subject, arising from repressed instincts, fears, or desires and often resulting in mental abnormality; freq. with defining word prefixed, as inferiority complex, dipus complex, etc.; hence colloq., in vague use, a fixed mental tendency or obsession. Also attrib. and comb.
The use of the term was established by C. G. Jung in 1907 (Ueber die Psychologie der Dementia Praecox), but it originated with Neisser in 1906 (Individualität und Psychose).
 



’Tis not in the high stars alone,
Nor in the cups of budding flowers,
Nor in the redbreast’s mellow tone,
Nor in the bow that smiles in showers,
But in the mud and scum of things
There always, always something sings.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson
 



One
Warm, engulfing, darkness surrounded him. Flesh moved over him. Naked legs held him, vise-like, rocking him, rocking him, lulling him back into haze. Shoulders, neck, torso, blocking all light. Hot breath on his neck. Soft hair in his face, soaking up his tears.
He was crying?
One wrenching and embarrassing sob escaped in answer.
No. Take me back to the threshold of coming.
Let me loose in you.
Please.
The pleasure was too much pain. He wasn’t taking, he was being taken. Sensations were being suctioned out of him. No control over the pulsing now.
He didn’t know what time it was or how long he had been sleeping. Or even if he still was sleeping. He only knew that he had never been used like this and never cried like this before. Never cried before at all. Now he was reduced to weeping because—
He didn’t know.
Why was he crying?
He could taste someone else on his lips. Smell someone else in his nostrils. A sour smell. A sweat smell. Not sweet. Everything stunk of stale sex. He wanted more.
Please, come back.
Nothing for a few more minutes. Or another hour? Ribbons of sleep. Weaving in and out of unconsciousness. Fighting through the interwoven dream web. Or had he awoken at all?
Must be in bed. His bed? He didn’t know. Focusing, he forced his fingers to feel for smooth sheets but only felt skin. His own. Moist and frigid. He tried to move his hands away from his chest, to his sides, but he couldn’t.
What was happening?
Remember something, he told himself. Try to catch something from last night. No memory.
So he had to be sleeping. All he had to do was wake himself up. Open his eyes. From there he’d sit up, stretch, feel the damn sheets, put his feet down on the carpeted floor and get to a shower where he would wash away this fog.
But he couldn’t be at home.
The body had not been his wife’s.
Was it any lover he’d ever known?
He fought, ignoring the tears, to open his eyes. To push one more time through the last vestiges of the milky-blue fog. Part of his brain, the small section that was functional and was informing the emotion that led to the weeping, knew that something was desperately wrong. This was not just about fucking. Hot streams of tears were sliding down his cheeks and dripping off the sides of his face. His rib cage hurt from the crying.
He gulped air, hoping that would help clear his head, and became aware that the air was icy.
Weak, helpless, spent, he lay there.
Why was he crying?
Because …
Because …
The hands stroked his hair. Cupped his skull. He felt himself stiffen again. Tears and erections. What was wrong with him? Fingers played with his curls. Where each hair follicle met his scalp, his blood singed, sending shivers of pleasure down his neck, his spine, to his solar plexus.
Please. Take me back inside of you.
He moved to reach up and brush the wetness off his face, but his hand wouldn’t lift. A metal bracelet, hard and icy, dug into the flesh of his wrist.
Silver cuffs flashed in the darkened room.
When had he been chained?
He tried to lift his head and shoulders and felt another pressure holding him in place. A band across his chest prevented him from rising. Falling back, his head hit the thin pillow. Not the overstuffed down pillows on his own bed, but a poor substitute that offered only a few inches of padding between his head and the inflexible cot.
Was this more of the dream? It didn’t matter, as long as the fingers kept playing so exquisitely with his hair. He tried to move his legs so that he could thrust up, but the same pressure that radiated across his chest also held his ankles. The same sound of metal against metal rang in his ears.
On his back, naked, shivering, he gave up wanting to understand.
The fingers were torture now. The rhythm of the stroking was making him harder. He opened his mouth, wanting to lick the skin he could smell.
His tongue wouldn’t move. He tried to speak but his mouth was filled with a dry thickness that absorbed the sound. How could his tongue be so swollen?
He worked at it for a few seconds, then tasted the cloth gag.
Suddenly the fingers stopped.
He saw a glimmer of silver. Bright in the room’s darkness. Heard the murmur that razor-sharp metal makes as it cuts, exacting and fast.
The only thing he was capable of bringing forth from his body was more tears.
Weak. Like a woman, he cried.
Because he, Philip Maur, who was fearless, was scared.
Scared to death.
 



Two
The lights on the subway flickered off and then returned. In front of me someone gasped prematurely, as if expecting disaster.
“Boom! Boom! Boom!” A man shouted in the rear of the car.
We all turned but there was nothing to see. An irrational outburst from someone who had already disappeared into the crowd.
Since the terrorist attacks on the city in 2001, we looked out for the stranger among us who might spell danger. And since the killings I’d stumbled on to last summer, and the murderer who hid from me in plain sight, I no longer trusted my ability to identify a threat.
I used to suffer the hubris of thinking I could identify who was dangerous and who wasn’t, blindly enjoying the fallacy that, as a trained psychotherapist, symptoms would present themselves to me as long as I remained aware. But now I know that’s not true.
The genuine lunatic, the real psychotic, can fool me as well as you, so I have become ever more vigilant and ever less sure that I can protect those I love. Questions keep me awake at night: Will I be prepared when someone comes for me the next time? Or worse, if someone comes for my daughter, Dulcie?
Beside me, Dulcie sat oblivious to what I knew could catch us unawares. A pair of expensive headphones—a gift from her father—covered her ears, and her head bobbed to the soundtrack that was audible only to her. Silently, my lovely young daughter mouthed the lyrics to the score of “The Secret Garden,” because in four months, on January 5, she would stand on a Broadway stage and take on the role of Mary Lennox in a new production of the classic. Every day now on our way to and from the rehearsal studio on Lafayette Street in lower Manhattan, she burned the nuances of the music into memory, working tirelessly on her part.
A thirteen-year-old girl should not have a job, not even if her talent has bloomed early and she has acting in her blood. But the price of stepping on my daughter’s dream wasn’t something I was willing to pay. And so, more intently than I surveyed the strangers on the train, more doggedly than I observed my patients, I watched my daughter. Carefully. Always monitoring. Maybe too closely sometimes. But if the anxiety or pressure of performing weighed on her too heavily, I wanted to be prepared to step in.
Since she had been chosen for the part back in June, Dulcie was thriving, doing better than she had at her private school where too many label-obsessed kids had goals no more complicated than getting the next Prada bag. The Bartlett School, even with its emphasis on the arts and its high number of scholarships, still had its share of kids with limitless gold credit cards and limos at the ready.
The train doors opened. A middle-aged businessman entered and sat in the seat on the other side of me, despite the empty seats across the aisle. I reached into my bag, pulled out a peppermint, unwrapped it and popped it in my mouth.
As I’m overly sensitive to smells, public places are sensory nightmares for me. I bit down. The intense flavor burned as the cool blue-green scent rose up and insulated me against any possible assault.
I felt his glance.
A dark-haired woman in narrow black slacks, a long-sleeved white shirt and a black leather blazer, sitting next to her lithe thirteen-year-old daughter, who was wearing jeans, a pink T-shirt, a jeans jacket and a wristful of purple and light green beads, listening to a CD, was not a threat.
When I turned a minute later and he looked at me, I didn’t turn away. I don’t do that.
No, that’s not true. I look away from myself all too often, especially in the four months since my divorce. I ignore what is not in my life anymore and shy away from facing the one issue I spend my days helping other people deal with: sexuality. Dr. Morgan Snow, in denial. It isn’t something I’m proud of. But it is how I cope.
Once more the lights went out and the train came to a dead stop. It didn’t bother me, but I wasn’t certain about Dulcie. I didn’t have to search for my daughter’s hand. I just reached out, instinctively knowing where it would be, even in the dark.
“You okay?” I asked her.
“Yeah. It’s kind of creepy, though. How long do you think we’re going to be stopped here?”
“Hopefully not long.” I squeezed her hand.
She squeezed back and then pulled away to switch on her CD player again.
The lights flickered on but the train still didn’t move.
Down the aisle, a man in a ripped jacket streaked with grime turned and ogled my daughter’s legs. Dulcie didn’t notice him, but I did and stared him down.
Why was his jacket dirty? What had broken his spirit? What had cracked his self-esteem?
Occupational hazard #1: Reading the body language of strangers. Like judging a book by its cover, it is tempting to make a diagnosis based on insufficient information.
A woman with downcast eyes opposite us kept flexing her fingers in a habitual way that suggested she was slightly compulsive. About what? It would take hours on my couch to find out, but I could guess at the darkness that bound her mind like barbed wire.
The lights went off again, suddenly, and we returned to stuffy blackness.
You will be on a dark street and he will jump out at you, his knife gleaming in the lamplight. Or you will be on the sidewalk below a fifty-floor office building and the noise will take you by surprise, as will the glass that rains down and slices your skin. There are so many possibilities of catastrophe that sometimes you do not know how you stay sane.
You manage because you have a child. You accomplish it because you still have hope, which, most therapists agree, is the hardest emotion to give up.
We started moving again and the lights came back on. Another five minutes passed and we were at the stop before ours.
“Hon.” I touched Dulcie’s hand.
Dulcie hit the stop button and turned, cornflower-blue eyes wide and waiting.
“Yeah?”
“Next stop.”
“Really?”
She was always surprised the rides between our apartment on the Upper East Side and the rehearsal studio in SoHo were over so quickly. As she listened to her music, her sense of time deserted her.
Peering out the slimy windows into the blackness, Dulcie looked for a marker, not trusting how much time had passed.
“Mom?” Her face was still focused on the hollow tunnel. “Did you get nervous when the lights went out?”
“A little. I bet a lot of people did.”
“Will I get that kind of nervous if I’m onstage and just forget the words? Will I get sick from it? What will being nervous do to me?”
“I don’t know. But it’s not a bad thing to feel anxiety. We can talk about how you can overcome the feeling and learn from it.”
My job wasn’t to protect this budding teenager from the darkness as much as it was to teach her how to find the switches so she could always turn on the lights.
But I would have preferred to protect her. To wrap her in my arms the same way I had when she was only months old, to keep her away from the open windows, from the cold and the poisons.
 



Three
The telephone was ringing as we walked into the apartment.
“Do you want me to get it?” Dulcie asked as she raced ahead of me.
“No, I’ve got it. You get ready for dinner.”
While I picked up the receiver, Dulcie threw her backpack on the floor and immediately opened the refrigerator. Pulling out a bottle of carrot-apple juice, she drank almost half of it without stopping.
I watched my daughter’s delicate throat as she swallowed, drank again and swallowed once more. It was eight o’clock in the evening and she was starving. Between working on the play, the tutoring that interrupted the rehearsals, and homework, she was burning energy. I didn’t like her having to wait this late for dinner as it was.
“Dr. Morgan Snow, please.”
“Yes, this is Dr. Snow.”
The last thing I wanted to do was get stuck on the phone and delay it even longer.
“I’m sorry for bothering you at home, Dr. Snow. Dr. Butterfield gave me your number. My name is Gail Danzig. I’m a producer for the Today show. I was hoping you’d agree to do a segment on Friday morning.”
While my name and involvement had made it into the news last June, when I’d been pulled into a hunt for a serial killer after one of my patients had disappeared, I’d refused to be interviewed. Dr. Nina Butterfield, my mentor, my closest friend and owner of the Butterfield Institute—the sex therapy clinic where I work—had supported my decision not to comment in the press. But lately she had been pushing me to become more visible in the psychoanalytical community. This obviously was one of those shoves. As with the paper she’d asked me to deliver on women’s aggressive sexual tendencies at an upcoming conference, Nina wanted me to get out there. Success as a therapist was something that mattered to me. But notoriety? It had never been on my list.
“Dr. Butterfield didn’t mention it to me.”
“Oh, damn. She said she was going to call you—she felt this was something you would be interested in. First, let me tell you we’re very sensitive to what you do, and don’t want to exploit your profession at all.”
From the refrigerator and the cabinets, I took what I needed for dinner and put it on the countertop. “I’m sure the Today show is a big draw and that there are a lot of therapists who would jump at the chance, but I really don’t think that television is something I want to—”
Dulcie spun around from leafing through the mail and walked over to me, standing so close I could feel her breath on my neck as she whispered, “They want you on television? On the Today show?” Her eyes shone with admiration.
I nodded to her.
“Why?”
I shook my head—I couldn’t listen to what the producer was saying and what Dulcie was saying at the same time. “Excuse me, Miss Danzig, could you hold on a second?”
I put my hand over the mouthpiece. “Dulcie, wait till I get off the phone, okay?”
Her words rushed out of her. “You have to do it, Mom. You have to. The Today show? How could you say no to that?”
My daughter’s eyes didn’t typically shine over anything having to do with my occupation. Quite the opposite. She thinks my being a sex therapist is embarrassing. Occasionally, she even calls me Dr. Sin, in the derisive way that only a thirteen-year-old can. All too often, she’s introduced me to her friends or their parents as a heart doctor.
But here was something that involved me professionally that Dulcie wanted me to do. And I’m a sucker for making my daughter proud of me. I’m a softie for bending my own rules to see her smile.
“What is the subject of the segment, Miss Danzig?”
While the producer explained that the show was doing a week-long series on the sexual dissatisfaction of women in long-term relationships, I filled a pot of water and put it on the stovetop to boil.
“It’s a trend we’ve spotted. Women seem more frustrated sexually than their male partners. Especially working women. For many of them, their interest in sex increases the more they work, while men have the opposite reaction.”
I poured salt into the water. Supposedly salt makes the water boil faster and the pasta taste better. I saw that once on an episode of Martha, and anything I can do to make the food I cook taste better, I remember. I seem to be missing the cooking gene; I can even ruin prepared food.
“It’s not a new trend as much as women’s sexuality is a hot topic now, thanks to drug companies who are making huge public relations efforts to hype their female sexual-dysfunction drugs.” I tried not to sound as if I was educating her, but I wasn’t sure I’d succeeded.
“That’s a good point. I’m making a note of it and will pass it on to our writers and researchers.”
I cut through the plastic of a package of precooked chicken breasts and started to slice them into strips. I was probably using the wrong knife—they were shredding.
“So, is that what you want me to discuss?”
“No. We’d like you to be on the show the final day of the series to talk about when it’s time to stop trying to cope with your sexual frustrations yourself and seek a sex therapist.”
The water wasn’t boiling yet.
“We’ll need you here at 7:30 a.m. for hair and makeup. Your segment will probably air between eight-thirty and nine. Is that doable? Do you need a car to pick you up?”
Dulcie’s face broke into a grin as I gave the producer my address. Meanwhile, the water in the pot still wasn’t boiling. I checked for flames. I’d forgotten to turn on the burner. I sighed.
“Something wrong?” Miss Danzig asked.
Once I hung up, I continued making dinner: pasta with chicken and pesto sauce.
When the penne was almost cooked, I opened the last of the prepared food—the sauce. Scooping the emerald paste into another pan, I turned the heat on, added the chicken, and gave it a quick stir. Then I left it on low to find Dulcie and tell her it was time to eat.
She wasn’t in her room. Or in her bathroom. And she wasn’t rummaging around in the makeup box in my bathroom, which was one place I found her too often.
Our six-room apartment, on the fifth floor of a prewar building on the corner of Eightieth East and Madison Avenue, was not that big. Since she wasn’t in either of the two bedrooms or bathrooms, and obviously not in the kitchen, she had to be in the den.
I’d taken the formal living room and dining room—spaces we’d never used—and had the walls ripped down, creating a large, cozy, book-lined space with comfortable couches and an entertainment area in one corner and my ersatz sculpture studio in the other.
Dulcie was standing in the dark, looking out of the windows that faced the street. Her shoulders were slumped and her forehead was pasted against a windowpane. She was too preoccupied to sense my presence.
Too often I can feel my daughter’s pain. Both physical and mental. I can’t read her mind—I am not psychic—but we’re in sync in this way. So without knowing why, I knew she was sad, because I was suddenly sad.
When it comes to my daughter, I’m not a good therapist: I’m just another parent. All I could think of as I stood watching her was how treacherous the world is for a thirteen-year-old girl. Especially one like my daughter, whose parents are divorced, whose mother works full-time, and who has aspirations of becoming a serious actress. Anything could shift her into melancholy. Just as anything might shake her out of it.
“Hon?”
She turned. Her face was in shadows and I couldn’t read her expression.
“Dinner’s ready.”
“Okay, I’ll be right there.”
I could hear the worry in her voice. As much as I wanted to ask her what was wrong, I held back. The direct approach didn’t usually work with Dulcie, just as it hadn’t worked with her father and, in most cases, didn’t work with patients. Most people don’t know what’s wrong unless they’ve been educated through therapy to identify their feelings, express them and work through them.
Being the daughter of a psychotherapist, Dulcie was better than most teenagers at dealing with her feelings and naming the issues, but she still preferred to talk around her problems and let them surface on their own.
Back in the kitchen, I gave the heady garlic-and-basil-scented concoction one more turn, then dumped the pasta into a colander. Quickly—I always take too long and the pasta gets cold—I emptied the colander into a wide ceramic bowl, added the sauce and the chicken, tossed it and scooped it on two plates.
I was just putting everything on the table in the kitchen—we are luckier than many New Yorkers, who live without eat-in kitchens—when Dulcie came in and sat down.
I poured her a glass of milk and myself a glass of wine and joined her at the table. She took the first forkful and her nose wrinkled slightly. This came as no surprise. I’d probably burned the pesto, or hadn’t gotten it hot, or there had been too much water in the pasta. Rather than ask her, I took a bite.
Something really was wrong. It definitely didn’t taste right. The meat was sour and salty and didn’t work with the pesto. I put my head down. It’s usually faster for me to smell what’s wrong.
How had I missed it? Had the scent of the garlic in the pesto overpowered everything else? Or was it because I was on the phone when I’d been cutting up the food? Because I’d been thinking about the sexual frustrations of women in relationships? Because I’d been wondering why Nina Butterfield was suddenly pushing me to make a bigger name for myself? Unlike my father, who lived in Palm Springs with his second wife and was simply satisfied that I was productive and healthy, Nina had aspirations for me.
“Mom—what is this?”
“I was on the phone …” I started.
Dulcie was stifling a laugh. She was such a good kid; she was trying so hard to hold it in.
“It’s awful. What is it?” she asked.
“Instead of chicken, it’s filet of sole cooked in soy sauce.”
“Soy sauce and pesto?” Dulcie couldn’t hold it back; she was laughing out loud and I laughed with her. I think I would cook badly on purpose to make my daughter laugh like that. There wasn’t very much that could bother me when she was happy.
“Peanut butter and jelly?” I asked.
“Let me help you. Or else it might be peanut butter and mustard.”
We scraped the food into the garbage can and started from scratch. And while we made the sandwiches, I watched her from under lowered lids to see if the shadows fell upon her face again. But they didn’t. Not that night. We were safe. For at least a little while longer.
 



Four
The usual two-inch stack of mail was waiting for her when Betsy Young sat down at her desk in the newsroom at the New York Times. She threw her worn brown suede jacket on the back of her chair, popped the top on her can of diet soda, took a long drink and started going through the letters.
She was tall, and her wiry body fit her high-energy personality, but at forty-six she was fighting the years. Her streaked hair was cropped to hang in a flattering curl, hiding her slackening jaw line, and her blue-tinted glasses concealed some of the tired lines around her eyes. There were younger people in the newsroom, but there were also reporters and editors older than she was. These were mostly men.
She left off perusing the mail to watch a breaking news report on the TV monitor next to her desk. A newscaster announced the jury had returned a verdict in a murder case that had been in the headlines for weeks.
“The jury has come back with a vote of guilty for Mary Woods, who, for the last six weeks, has been on trial for the murder of her brother, Daniel Woods. Women are less likely to be convicted of murder …”
“Blah, blah, blah,” Betsy responded, to no one in particular.
Robby, a twenty-something crime reporter new to the Times from Florida, whose desk was next to Betsy’s, looked over at her. She caught his eye and they laughed. He was still looking at her ten seconds later when she slit open the large manila envelope that had been next in the pile of mail. She was used to young reporters watching her, knew they admired her Pulitzers and wanted to soak up whatever they could by observing her. She thought about telling them that much of it wasn’t talent but the sheer luck of having been in the right place at the right time, except she didn’t really believe that. If luck was involved, it was because she made her own.
She didn’t know what it was about her reaction to what she pulled out of the envelope that made him get up out of his chair, walk to her desk and peer over her shoulder. Normally she’d be observant enough to know if a man was sniffing her perfume.
But this time, she didn’t. The eight-by-ten-inch glossy made her forget everything.
The corpse was lying on a simple metal gurney, his skin so white it was almost pale green. A halo effect of shimmering light forced her attention to the man’s black pubic hair and shrunken penis.
Your eyes couldn’t help being drawn there, she thought. And not just because of the lighting. The shot had been designed to emphasize the man’s genitals. You were viewing the cadaver from between his legs, staring up past his crotch so that the perspective was skewed. The man’s head was diminished. His sexual organs exaggerated.
“Oh, God,” Robby whispered.
“There is a famous painting of Christ that shows him from exactly this perspective—his feet to the viewer, the rest of him foreshortened. It was painted by Mantegna.” Betsy held the photograph at arm’s length and squinted at it.
Gingerly, she laid the photo on her desk and picked up the next one.
This photograph had been taken from a more traditional angle, from overhead, looking straight down. The man’s penis was still dead center so her eye went there first, but everything else in this picture was in proportion and she could see the man’s drawn face.
He appeared to be about thirty-five and in excellent physical condition. His naked form showed muscle and sinew but no fat. His hands were crossed on his bare chest, his eyes were closed. He might have been asleep if not for the pallor and pose.
The third shot focused on the soles of the cadaver’s feet, each with the number 1 handwritten in bright red marker.
“I’ve seen awful things but these are just …” Robby shook his head. Although he was a prolific writer he couldn’t find the right words for how these photographs shocked him.
“I know. There’s something about the finality and pathos of a corpse—even in a flat photograph—that you don’t ever get used to.”
Robby looked down at the envelope the photos had come in. Betsy saw him making sure it was addressed to her, and she smiled. She knew if it hadn’t been, he thought he’d have some shot at the story.
But it had been.
“The best you can hope for is that this will be so big that I’ll need some help,” Betsy told him. “Maybe there will be sidebars—”
“Except you’re so tireless, you’ll probably do them all yourself,” he said sadly.
Behind her back, they called her “the pug,” not because she was unattractive but because she was tenacious. In her dozen years at the Times, she’d won two Pulitzers, even if the last one had been more than five years ago.
“Do you think this guy looks familiar?” Betsy finally asked.
Robby stared at the man’s face. “Yes. But not enough to place him.”
Betsy examined the photo with a magnifying glass.
“So, are you going to go to the police?” Robby asked.
“Of course … but not this very minute.”
“Won’t you be an accessory if you got this and they didn’t—”
“Robby, I said I was going to go to the police. But first I am going to do some reporting. Just enough to get a handle on this. Just enough so that no one can take it away from me.”
They both looked back at the photographs on her desk. In death, the man’s features were slack, but his nose was prominent and the mustache that graced his upper lip was still glossy and lush.
“He really does look familiar,” Betsy mused. And then she snapped her fingers. “Got it,” she said, her voice eerily gleeful. “Philip Maur. Chief operating officer of Grimly and Maur. The Wall Street firm. He’s been missing for a week. We ran his picture last Tuesday.”
She picked up the empty envelope, examined the label, then turned it over and investigated the seal. Suddenly, she stuck her hand back inside.
Betsy pulled out an ordinary household sandwich bag containing a two-inch-long, dark substance.
Two seconds went by. Three.
She let out a short breath and dropped the bag on her desk.
“Oh, my God, it’s his hair, isn’t it?” Robby asked in horror.
Betsy nodded.
 



Five
Detective Noah Jordain sat at the counter in a Japanese restaurant with his partner, Mark Perez. Both had plates of sushi in front of them. Jordain dipped a piece of uni into the soy sauce and then smeared it with wasabi.
“How can you eat so much of that without burning your sinuses?”
“You are a wimp,” Jordain said in his slow New Orleans drawl, and Perez laughed. Since they’d been working together, Jordain had introduced his partner to all kinds of exotic food.
Jordain loved to cook and to explore New York’s endless supply of ethnic cuisines. A Renaissance man, he not only cooked, but played piano, wrote jazz, collected antiques and managed not to get ribbed for any of it by a single cop in the department.
There was just one reason.
In police work, God was in the details.
They all knew it.
Jordain lived it.
And they respected him for it.
Jordain’s cell phone rang. Pulling it out, he looked at it as if it were an insect, put it down next to his green tea, speared another piece of sushi, dipped and smeared it, popped it in his mouth and chewed. The phone rang a second time.
Perez, who was as reactive as Jordain was laid-back, glared at his partner. In the two years they’d been together, Perez hadn’t gained any of Jordain’s patience.
“You want me to get that?”
Jordain swallowed, smiled, shook his head and slowly reached for the cell, answering it on the fourth ring.
As he listened, he ran his hand through his thick silvery hair. And then he did it twice again. Perez noticed and became alert. He’d learned to tell how bad the news was by how many times Jordain brushed the wavy hair off his forehead.
“Okay, give me a number,” Jordain said as he reached for his notebook. He wrote the number down and read it back. Jordain was dyslexic. It hardly affected him now that he was an adult, but he was bad at retaining numbers in his head, and sometimes he reversed them when he wrote them down. Reading them back alleviated that problem.
The learning disability had been embarrassing in grade school, made reading tougher for him than for most kids, and kept him from excelling at spelling bees, but otherwise he hardly ever thought about it. However, it had made him listen harder and be more observant. He noticed sights and heard nuances other people missed. Even other detectives missed. Even the best ones.
“Well, this is one sorry mess,” Jordain said as he snapped the phone shut.
“What?”
“Looks like a missing-persons case just erupted into a murder investigation, with a dash of fetish thrown in for good measure.”
“Who called it in?”
“That might just be the best part.”
Jordain took the last piece of sushi from his plate, dipped it in the soy sauce, spread the wasabi on it, looked at it and finally put it back down in the middle of his plate. He laid the chopsticks beside the fish. “Betsy Young.”
“The crime reporter at the Times?”
“We know and love any other Betsy Young?”
“What does she have?”
“Death-scene photos of the victim. Came in her mail this morning.”
“And the fetish?”
“Little twist that’s a new one for me. The photos came with a lock of the victim’s hair. And there’s one other thing.” Jordain took a long drink of his green tea, which by now was cold.
“Which was?”
“The body has the number 1 written on the soles of his feet.”
“Number 1?”
Jordain nodded. “Yeah, and you know what I’m worried about?”
“You bet. If there’s a number 1, there’s bound to be a number 2.”
 



Six
“You can ask her anything you want, but this is our story,” Harry Hastings said. “I want that to be clear. We want to keep our lead and ensure exclusivity. So in exchange for cooperating with you, we want first dibs on anything you find.” He pulled a cigarette from the crumpled pack. Even though the Times was a smoke-free workplace, sometimes he broke the rules. No one had ever complained. Especially not when they were in his office.
“Is that clear?” he asked the two detectives.
Jordain eyed the stocky man. Even though they were ostensibly on the same side, the Times editor was on the offensive. Jordain wouldn’t respond. He’d leave that to Perez. They were in good-cop/bad-cop mode.
“Crystal,” Perez said with a little more attitude than he felt.
The two detectives were seated at the round table in the middle of the managing editor’s office. Opposite them, Betsy Young drank from a can of diet soda. So far she hadn’t said a word. Her boss was done laying out the ground rules, which neither detective had any intention of adhering to.
“Why you?” Jordain asked Betsy. He’d worked with her twice before, and while he never expected a reporter to make his job easier, Betsy had been so desperate to get her story that she’d come close to compromising both cases.
“I don’t know what you mean, Detective,” she said. Although she was technically answering Jordain, she was looking at Perez.
Jordain knew exactly what the reporter was doing but ignored it. He didn’t care what kind of game she was going to play. He and Perez would handle her, but inwardly he sighed—why couldn’t it ever be easy?
“Why, of all the reporters at the Times … why, of all the reporters in the city at any paper, do you think you are the one whose name was on that envelope?” Perez asked, taking over.
She smiled wryly. “Why not me? I’ve covered some of the most important crime stories in the city.”
Jordain cut in. “Do you know, or have you ever known, Philip Maur? Had any dealing with his firm? Anyone at his firm? Did you write the story about him being missing?”
He was watching her eyes, but again she was avoiding his and looking instead at the photograph. Behind his desk, Hastings bristled but didn’t say whatever he was thinking. Jordain knew that the managing editor had been around long enough to know that, while not pleasant, this line of questioning was par for the course. The police had to find out if the reporter was in any way involved.
“Betsy, please. The more you resist the less time you get to work on the story. Do you have any connection to Maur?”
“No,” she said curtly.
After a half-dozen more questions that led nowhere, Jordain looked at Hastings. “We’re going to need to see the story before you run it.”
“We’re not going to run our stories by you, Detective.”
“I think that you’re going to have to. We need to keep some details out of the paper. Leverage, you understand. Why don’t you just make this easy? We have a murder to solve, Hastings. You don’t really want to hinder our investigation, do you?”
Hastings weighed this. He hated to give in but was also anxious to get Betsy back to work. She had a story to file. “Why don’t we decide here and now what you want us to keep out of the story.”
Betsy was gripping a pencil so tightly that her knuckles were white. “I really don’t like the idea of withholding any part of this story, Harry.”
“Neither do I. Let’s hear them out, though. Detective, what do you want us to keep out of the story?”
Jordain and Perez examined the photographs.
“You can run this one,” Jordain pushed the shot of the cadaver’s foot forward. “But not these.”
His gaze moved to the plastic bag with the hair clippings.
“And let’s keep out any mention of the hair—” Perez started.
“No.” It was out of Betsy’s mouth before the detective had even finished his sentence. “No. The photos make sense—besides, we can’t run the nude shots. But the hair is too important. Why did the killer send the cuttings? What does it mean? Is it symbolic of something? It’s disturbing and perverse.”
Jordain stood up. Perez followed his lead, and they gathered up all the materials, putting each item into an evidence bag. When the two of them were done, Jordain directed his comments to Hastings.
“I don’t want this to be a battle. I’m asking you not to force me to throw the department’s weight around.”
Hastings lit a cigarette, inhaled and blew out the smoke. “We don’t want that, either, Detective.”
“Fine. I’m glad to hear it. So I won’t be reading anything in the paper about this lock of hair?”
“No. You won’t. And, in exchange, we expect to hear any information that you have before any other papers.”
Jordain frowned at him. He wasn’t going to bargain. And he wasn’t going to give in. He didn’t have to offer the paper anything and he was tired of the adversarial attitude. He’d encountered it in New Orleans and now here. “I am not going to make promises. We’ll do our best to keep you informed. That’s as far as I’ll go. There are fingerprints all over the photos.” He looked at Betsy. “Are your fingerprints on file?”
She nodded and tried to stare him down. It didn’t work.
He and Perez were done. They started for the door, but Perez stopped and looked back at Hastings. “Because of the number 1 on the victim’s feet, there’s a strong possibility there is going to be a second victim. We’re going to send someone over to talk to your mail room guys about how to sort through the mail for the next week or so. And you, too, Betsy.”
Jordain and Perez walked out of the newsroom without talking. They were quiet on the elevator. You never know who’s listening. You keep silent until you are alone, out of earshot. Especially when you’re in the offices of the New York Times.
“Let’s do a background check on Ms. Young,” Jordain said once they were back on the street. “This might be nothing, but I want to make sure it’s nothing.”
Perez agreed. “Assuming it is, why would someone want the newspaper to have this before the police?”
“To make sure it’s in the papers in all its glory. To prevent us from keeping any of it out of the public eye. To take control. To keep control. Take your pick.”
“What’s your pick?” Perez asked.
“All of the above,” Jordain said.
 



Seven
I was sitting in the makeup room of the Today show on that Friday morning in early October, nursing a cup of strong black coffee while a young woman stroked my face with a wet sponge, adding a warm tone to my pale skin. It was seven-thirty and I still had to have my hair done. I wasn’t due on the set for another forty minutes, but that wasn’t why I was nervous.
Even though I knew the topic we’d be discussing, I didn’t know exactly what the questions were going to be. Whatever I wanted to impart to the public about when to see a sex therapist and why, I’d have to do it in less than five minutes.
I drank more of the coffee and stared into the mirror, watching the makeup artist work her magic on my face.
No matter how well you understand how fear works, how adrenaline flows into your bloodstream and how it makes you feel, it’s still unnerving to know you are going to be on national television, and that your face and voice and words are going to be seen and heard by more than eight million people.
I would have rather been almost anywhere else, but I was there for one of those eight million people: a thirteen-year-old girl who was sitting glued to a TV screen at her father’s apartment, waiting to see her mother on television.
Daily, Dulcie had been asking me about nervous reactions. While the debut of the Broadway production was months away, there was a preview in a few weeks, in Boston. We talked about stage fright often, from the chemicals your body releases when you are in a situation that gives you the jitters to dry mouth, and various remedies like slow, steady breathing. Dulcie needed me to show her that, with no training and no desire to be onstage, I could do it. “If you can when you don’t even want to, then I can do it, too. After all, Mom, I’m the one with the passion for an audience.”
The makeup artist told me to close my eyes, and I felt a brush follow the line of my eyelid.
My mother had gone through this every day. It was part of what had seduced her. Acting. Accolades. Attention. Applause. Starting when she was sixteen, she co-starred in a popular TV series. The Lost Girls was a drama about two orphaned teenagers who were taken in by a married couple—both professors at an Ivy League school in Boston.
The girls always got into terrible trouble until one of them—either my mother or her co-star, Debi Carey—would solve the problem and save the day. Meanwhile, the charming but clueless elderly couple never guessed how close the girls had come to danger, and sometimes death.
When the show went off the air after three years, my mother’s career stumbled. She turned first to marriage and motherhood, and when neither satisfied the ache from missing the limelight and she failed to land another substantial role, she turned to drugs and alcohol and affairs to fill the emptiness.
My mother died of an overdose when I was only eight. Her star had lit up early and then burnt out too fast: her greatest legacy being the damage she did to her loved ones.
Where are you going? When are you coming back? I used to ask her when she went out smelling of roses, lemon and lavender, dressed up in her high heels and short skirts. She was so beautiful, no matter how sad and sick she was. She was one of the lost girls even if she was a woman with a child.
A lost girl.
Not the first one I had tried to save.
Not the last one I would fail.
Now I was faced with her granddaughter’s stage lust. History was not going to repeat itself. I was going to keep Dulcie grounded even if her star lifted off and shot her out into the stratosphere.
The makeup artist added a final stroke of blush, brushed on more mascara and finished up with an apricot-colored lipstick. I was soothed by the sensations of the sable and the soft powders. Another woman combed out my hair and sprayed it in place.
In the mirror I saw a small woman, coiffed and made up, who only resembled me. A doppelgänger, more sophisticated and embellished than I ever was.
Done, I was escorted to the greenroom, where a half-dozen people milled around, nibbling on the elaborate array of fruits, cheeses and breakfast bakery goods. I refilled my coffee.
The producer came in to get the next guest—a willowy novelist named Lisa Tucker—and checked on the rest of us, asking if we needed anything.
I watched the show on the monitor for a few minutes, and when the screen went to commercials I picked up the newspaper that the novelist had left on her seat. Unfolding it, I scanned the front page.
There was a photo of a politician who’d made a speech at the UN, another photo of a sports figure who’d broken a world record, and a shot of the destruction left behind after a freak storm had hit New Jersey. But it was a small shot of the soles of a man’s feet, with the number 1 written on them, that drew my eye. The headline read: Financier Assumed Dead.
Even before I started to read the story, three words popped from among all the black-and-white type. A name in the last paragraph of the article. The name of a man. Detective Noah Jordain.
I sighed and read past the headline.
Philip Maur, 41, the youngest chairman in the history of Grimly and Maur, the prestigious Wall Street investment firm, is assumed to be dead after a series of photographs of his body were delivered to the offices of this paper yesterday morning.
Maur’s wife, Cyn Maur, said that her husband had been missing for five days. “He went to work on Friday morning and told me that he’d be home late because he was going to be attending a dinner meeting.”
Maur was in his office all day Friday and left at 6:00 p.m. His secretary said he did not tell her where he was going and had not asked her to make any reservations for him that evening, which was not unusual.
Cyn Maur contacted the police on Saturday morning after not hearing from her husband all night. She’d tried his cell phone repeatedly but he had not answered, which she said was not like him. “He’s a very responsible father and husband. He’s never out of reach for more than an hour or two. Our daughter has juvenile diabetes and Philip is devoted to her. He’d never just go away without telling me. He’s never stayed out all night before. I knew something was wrong.”
A missing-persons report was filed at eight-thirty Saturday morning. There was still no information as to Maur’s whereabouts on Tuesday morning, when the photographs were received by the New York Times. The photograph shown above and two others, which are now in police custody, were not accompanied by a note. There was no information alluding to the whereabouts of Maur’s body.
“I don’t have any comment at this time except to ask anyone who might have seen Philip Maur on Friday evening, or at any time since then, to contact our office,” said Detective Noah Jordain of the city’s Special Victims Unit.
The fact that Jordain is heading the investigation implies that there is a sexual component to the murder. The graphic photographs this paper received reinforce that suggestion.
The police have requested that we not print all of the photographs, due to the ongoing investigation.
My pulse was racing. My hands felt clammy and I cleared my throat. Seeing Jordain’s name on the page had done that to me. I tried to slow down my heartbeat by concentrating, but the name had been like an electrical shock.
I hadn’t known I was still that susceptible. It was silly. But it was the truth.
It had been four months since I’d seen him. Four months since I’d stood him up and then called him—when I’d known he wouldn’t be home—and left a message on his answering machine, apologizing and explaining that it was just too soon after my divorce for me to think about dating anyone.
That had been a lie.
It had not been too soon.
I was scared of the detective and what I felt when I was with him.
Noah Jordain had walked into my office one afternoon and my heart had skipped a beat. His searching blue eyes had looked right into my dark brown ones and he’d dared me to look away. A police trick, I’d thought. Did he even know he was doing it? I dared him to look away first. A therapist’s trick. He didn’t. We were evenly matched. He held out his hand and I shook it, aware of it being large, pleasantly dry, but not too rough. I could tell he had enormous strength in his fingers but that he was aware of it and was being careful. And then the impact of him hit me. Like a blast of steam. For a minute nothing mattered and I lost my bearings. This had not happened to me with anyone I’d ever met, and it shook me to my core. I know better than to attribute instant attraction to anything but past psychological association—someone who looks like someone else whom you liked a lot—or a hormonal, pheromone, chemical reaction between two mammals.
It hadn’t been that simple for us.
Faster than seemed possible, better than any shrink could have, he’d psyched me out and gotten under my skin. And that scared me. I don’t like things I can’t put a name to, or explain by some science or therapeutic logic. We might have been good together but, more likely, I think we would have destroyed each other. Neither of us was willing to keep from going too deep into the other’s psyche. It all happened too fast and … I ran.
After that I’d promptly forgotten about him.
So seeing his name that morning in the greenroom, I was surprised at my reaction. Obviously, he’d made a stronger impression than I’d thought.
Bullshit.
I’d known exactly how strong an impression he’d made. That was why I’d run. He was overpowering. Sure of himself. A little arrogant, but kind. Caring. And. And. And. Sexually powerful. Jordain made me think about getting naked, about skin on skin, about lips locking. I looked at him and remembered his lips on mine, on my breasts, pulling on my nipples, nuzzling between my legs. I leaned into him, smelled him, and couldn’t think of anything but putting my hands under his shirt, undressing him and doing whatever he wanted me to do. I wanted to surrender to that power. To let it take me over and see where it would lead. I had never thought about those things before I’d slept with him.
I had heard them from patients. I had dreamed them. I had even been thankful I did not feel that with my husband. It was too absorbing. I didn’t want to surrender to any emotion, to any passion. Ever.
Jordain had too much intuition about me. About what I thought. About how to touch me. About how to make my body curve to his. About how to blow on the spot where my neck met my collarbone with breath so hot I had to close my eyes and hold on to his arms with tightened fingers.
He would have weakened me.
And that was not the worst he could have done.
A flush of heat warmed the back of my neck. My celery silk shirt was suddenly sticking to my back and my olive gabardine jacket felt as if it was a whole size too small.
Turning from the paper, I took another sip of the coffee, which by then was lukewarm. And another. I looked down at the ring on my right hand—a butterfly made of white gold, paved with tsarvorite in the wings and just a few tiny diamond chips in the body. It had been a birthday gift from my daughter and her godmother—my surrogate mother, Nina. I touched the tips of the wings, which were almost, but not quite, sharp enough to hurt. They had surprised me with the present just days after the Magdalene Murderer had been apprehended.
Just days after I’d almost been killed, along with one of my patients.
Just days after the last time I spoke to Detective Jordain.
“Dr. Snow? You’ll be on as soon as this news break is over. Would you come with me, please?”
The air was freezing in studio 1A and I shivered as we walked down the hall, aware that I was cold over a layer of heat that was, like a memory, holding its own beneath the surface of my skin.
This was the last thing I needed to think about minutes before the camera focused on me.
“Do you need anything before you go on?” she asked.
“No, I’m fine.”
But that wasn’t true.
 



Eight
“I’m not here to talk about going into therapy myself. I’m here on behalf of a group of women who would like you to conduct private group therapy sessions for them,” Shelby Rush said.
More than twenty-five phone calls had come in on Friday afternoon, following my appearance on the Today show. The receptionist at the Butterfield Institute, where I practiced, said that all but one had asked what kind of health insurance I accepted and what my rates were. Five of them had said they would call back to schedule appointments after they checked with their insurance agents. I wasn’t planning on taking on all of them as patients. My schedule was already tight. But I’d meet them and evaluate them so that I could refer them to the right therapist at the institute.
One woman had asked for an appointment without inquiring about either my rates or the insurance, and now she sat opposite me in my pale yellow office, on the other side of my desk. Shelby was in her mid-thirties, attractive and articulate in a way that many women in Manhattan are. Her expensive clothes were unremarkable. Taupe slacks, white silk shell and black blazer. High-heeled Chanel shoes and a Gucci handbag—taupe fabric with interlocking Gs.
I dressed pretty much the way she did—but less expensively. The look was the same though: classic, tailored, chic. The New York City uniform for women over thirty. Not an expression of individuality so much as a way to win the fashion war that most of us were tired of once we left our twenties.
You can’t read us by these clothes. Our shoes and bags, our suits, shirts and slacks all mean nothing. Our secret souls aren’t exposed by the name on the label inside our jackets. They are not even visible on our faces.
Some therapists claim that they can get a glimpse of their patients’ real selves in their eyes, but I wasn’t sure of that anymore. Maybe it was because so many of the successful business professionals I worked with had learned the art of concealment and false impressions for work. Maybe it was because my talents lay more in getting people to open up, because they trusted I wouldn’t judge them. I don’t believe in popular psychology or fast fixes.
“What kind of organization do you belong to, Shelby? Why do you think I’d be the right therapist?”
She uncrossed her hands and looked down at her nails as if she’d find the answer to my question cribbed on the pale pink ovals.
I took her emotional temperature. She didn’t fidget, but she bit her bottom lip and held the skin between her teeth so long it seemed as if the action was actually preventing her from speaking.
“Shelby?”
“This is a little complicated, Dr. Snow.”
I nodded, encouraging her. She bit her lip again. I could wait as long as it took her to decide she was ready to tell me. I glanced at the two high arched windows on the south wall of my office. Beyond them was a three-foot-wide ledge—which, in Manhattan, many would call a terrace. It was only big enough to stand on and look down at the sidewalk or up at the sky, but I’d crammed the space with planters containing flowers and bushes that attracted butterflies.
When I’d first created my city garden, everyone told me I was dreaming, that there were no butterflies in the city apart from those in the butterfly exhibit at the Museum of Natural History.
But I knew there were masses of monarchs in Central Park. They settled on flowers in the Shakespeare Garden, in the Conservatory and in the Rambles. And since the Butterfield Institute was only a block and a half from the park, I thought they might come.
The first year they didn’t, but they showed up the second and have been coming ever since. Lovely red-orange monarchs, cabbage whites and pop-art zebra swallowtails find their way to my small garden and grace me with their short-lived loveliness. Winged creatures that exist to reproduce and, in the process, help flowers to do the same.
By late September the butterflies were usually gone, but this year it was still so warm that they had not yet started their migration. A monarch, as deeply orange as the leaves on the maple trees, flitted from petal to petal while Shelby struggled to figure out how to reveal her secrets.
Aristotle had named butterflies psyche, the Greek word for soul, and I understood why. Their metamorphosis reminded me of the way patients work so hard to become free of what has kept them fettered in the past.
Finally, Shelby let go of her lip and began. “Our society—we call it a society, the Scarlet Society—is a secret. Sounds so melodramatic, doesn’t it? But it is. No one outside of the membership knows about it. We don’t do anything illegal. Or dangerous. But it has lasted, in one form or another, for the past forty years without anyone finding out about it except the people we wanted to know.”
I did the math. The society had formed in the early sixties.
Shelby had stopped talking and was biting her lip again.
“Can you tell me any more than that?”
“Yes. Of course. Our membership is made up of single, married and divorced women, many of whom work for a living. Everyone is fairly well off. Our dues are high.”
She stopped. I waited. She didn’t offer anything else.
“That doesn’t really help me all that much. Is there more?”
“Yes, much more. But first we need to reach some kind of agreement, and I’m not really sure how to proceed here. We’ve been so careful. Our members don’t even know one another’s last names. You are the only one who knows mine. Can you agree to help us? Then I can tell you more of what you need to know.”
“I can’t do that until I know what you need and why.”
Shelby frowned and looked back down at her hands.
“Okay. How about this? We are a group of women who have similar interests. Nothing we do is dangerous.
Or illegal.”
It was the second time she’d made those two points. So I knew one thing: what they did was in some way dangerous. And possibly illegal.
We all lie. We learn when we are small children and see an overweight woman in the pool and cry out—Mommy, look, there’s a fat lady—and our mothers tell us that isn’t nice, that we shouldn’t say things that can hurt people’s feelings. Because in some cases it’s kinder to lie, we are taught to ingest moral cyanide in the name of civility. And then one day we get to a point in our lives—perhaps the point that Shelby Rush was at that moment—when the truth is the only way we can begin to help and heal, but still we obfuscate and hide because it is what we are used to doing.
“Okay, if you can’t tell me any more about the society, tell me why you think I’m the right therapist for you.”
“Because you’re a sex therapist.”
I nodded but was frustrated and Shelby knew it. “I could explain it all if you would just agree to work with us.”
I leaned forward. “Shelby, here at the institute, we make a serious effort in matching therapists to patients. We’re professionals. I can’t just assume that I’m the right therapist for your group.”
“Almost everyone agreed that you’d be right.”
“Who didn’t agree?”
“One of our members who doesn’t think we need a therapist at all. Another who wanted us to hire her therapist, but I didn’t think that would be a good idea.”
“Why me?”
“A friend of mine who isn’t in our society recommended you. She was a patient of yours four years ago. Ellen Kenneth?”
I nodded. Shelby continued. “She told me you are non-judgmental and that you will listen to us talk about sex and the things we do sexually and that you won’t tell us we should stop or warn us that we’re all screwing up our relationships. That you will understand when we tell you we aren’t, that we’re keeping our relationships alive.”
I felt the first stirrings of excitement that usually kick in at the start of a good therapy session. “What is it a therapist would be judgmental about?”
Shelby sat up straighter, smoothed her pants and flicked her hair behind her shoulders. She was preparing for battle. “What do you think normal sex is, Dr. Snow?”
“I don’t qualify sex as normal or abnormal. Each of us has boundaries. What might be acceptable for you, might not be for someone else. Not because the act itself is acceptable or unacceptable, but rather because of your own reaction to it.”
“Isn’t there anything you think is abnormal?”
“Are you asking me where I draw the line between what is healthy and unhealthy?”
She nodded.
“When your own sexual desires or actions cause serious pain or danger to either yourself or someone else.”
Shelby sat silently, nodding, it seemed, to herself. “We need a therapist who is trustworthy. I know every therapist is supposed to be, but we need to find someone who has been tested. And we know you have been. I did some research on the Magdalene Murders. You never betrayed your patient. You never told the police what you knew.”
I nodded in acknowledgment. Shelby continued.
“We need a therapist who will understand what it is like to be a successful woman making her way in a world that is still male dominated. Who won’t be shocked or disturbed by what we have to say. And we want it to be a sex therapist, not because we need help with sexual issues but because the sexual component of our society is so intrinsic to it that we don’t think anyone else would be able to understand what we have to explain.”
Shelby had told me she was a divorce lawyer, and while I found most of her conversation devoid of legalese, this last speech was too convoluted for me. I wondered if she had done that to confuse me or was really having a hard time coming out and telling me about the Scarlet Society?
“On the Today show you talked about how, as women become empowered and gain more recognition and prominence in the work force, their success becomes sexualized, and how that is creating a sexual crisis in many relationships today.”
I nodded again. This was also the basis of the paper Nina had asked me to deliver at the psychiatric conference next August. I waited to hear what connection this thesis had with the society.
“Our club is built on the idea that being sexually aggressive is not alien to women but something we’ve been taught to suppress in order to protect the male position. Male-dominated institutions, businesses, religions and philosophies have perpetuated the myth of the powerless woman. But there are women who want something else. Who don’t want to be dominated. Who don’t want to be chosen. Who don’t get off on any of that.”
I leaned forward. She smiled, knowing she had me. I knew it, too, but that was okay.
“Dr. Snow, our chapter here in New York is having a problem, and we don’t know how we should handle it. I’m afraid … a lot of us are afraid that if we don’t do exactly the right thing now it might rip us apart or threaten what we have. And that would be awful because women have a right to exercise their free will. Not just in the marketplace. Not just by being single parents. Not just reproductively. But we have a right to our own sexual free will. We have a right to be stronger women and enjoy men on our own terms if that’s what pleases us.”
“What are you afraid of?” I asked Shelby.
“We’re afraid for our lives.”
 



Nine
On Tuesday afternoon at 4:00 p.m., Betsy Young rushed out of the lobby of the New York Times. She had an interview uptown and didn’t want to be late. A strong wind was blowing leaves off the trees, littering the sidewalk, and it was raining. Other people pulled their jacket collars up and opened umbrellas. Even though Betsy was in too much of a hurry to notice the weather or the leaves, she saw the blue sedan that idled outside the office.
But she didn’t have time to do more than run into the street and hail a cab. Jumping in, she gave the driver the address of an apartment building on Park Avenue and slammed the door shut.
As the taxi peeled away from the curb, Betsy pulled a sheaf of papers out of her tote bag: research she’d pulled off the net about Philip Maur’s wife and her family. Before she looked at it again, she turned and looked out the window, and saw that the blue sedan had pulled out behind her cab.
Was she being followed?
Well, it was possible. The police could be watching her. After all, she was the one who had gotten the photographs. The only one. But she’d worry about that later. Now she had to focus on the exclusive interview ahead of her.
Earlier that morning, she’d taken a chance and called Maur’s wife, who was also the daughter of a high-powered New York politician. Cyn Maur had been so confused and distracted that Betsy wondered if she actually understood she’d agreed to an interview. If she had, then Betsy wanted to know why. Even though her job depended on people talking to her, she was always astonished when anyone opened the doors to his or her private hell.
Betsy could not imagine showing her own scars and shame to the public.
Number 1235 Park Avenue wasn’t the Maurs’ apartment. It was the home of Cyn’s parents. And that was why Officer Tana Butler didn’t recognize the address when the reporter’s taxi stopped there.
Betsy walked into the marble lobby, gave her name to the doorman, and told him who she was there to see. The doorman called upstairs and announced the visitor. He listened, then hung up.
“Apartment 15E, Miss Young. First elevator on the right.”
Betsy walked into the interior lobby. As soon as she was out of sight, Officer Butler got out of the blue sedan and walked into the building. Flashing her badge, she asked the doorman who the woman ahead of her had asked to see. She opened her notebook and wrote down the name of Cyn Maur’s parents.
Then she went back outside, got into the unmarked car and waited.
Upstairs, Cyn sat on the pale yellow couch in the living room and waited for Betsy’s questions as if she were facing an executioner.
“Is this your first interview?” Betsy asked, trying to get the nervous woman to talk about how uncomfortable she was.
“I didn’t want to do it, but it has been more than a week and the police still don’t have a single idea of where my husband’s body is. Not one lead on who killed him or why. And I have to know. I’m desperate to know.”
“So you thought you’d talk to the press?”
Cyn nodded. Her mouth twisted into what Betsy thought was an ugly grimace. “You’re vipers. You’ll investigate ruthlessly. You’re not hindered by the law. I don’t care who finds my husband’s body or his killer—the police or the press—as long as someone does. I am tired of crying from not knowing.”
Even now, facing the reporter, the tears came.
“It’s horrible. No matter where I look, I see the photographs the police showed me, those frozen images of my husband’s body. I’ve even tried to pretend that he wasn’t my husband. That the shots were of some other man. I even yelled at the detectives, told them that they had the wrong person. I pushed them, trying to get them to leave. But they knew what I was doing. So they waited and let me cry until, finally, I told them that, yes, it was Phil.
“He looked so cold in the pictures,” she said, her heart splintering into pieces all over again. “I need to be able to close my eyes at night and go to sleep and wake up in the morning and pour orange juice for my children, and make them waffles. But I can’t concentrate on anything. My husband was tied up and brutalized. He’d been photographed from the most lewd angles possible. Why? The pallor of his skin haunts me. His slack face and helpless hands obsess me.
“Phil had never been helpless in his life,” she said, not sure if she was answering a question or not.
Betsy smiled sympathetically and leaned forward, her pen poised on a page of her notebook. “So, he was a strong man? Do you mean emotionally? Or physically?”
Cyn Maur heard something in the reporter’s voice. Was it doubt? Confusion? Cynicism?
If she had slept even a little last night she might have picked up the subtleties in the reporter’s tone. A warning bell might have alerted her that Betsy knew something that she shouldn’t have.
 



Ten
My daughter was having dinner with her father that Tuesday night and I was home going through my office mail. Not exactly an exciting evening. Not social or illuminating or edifying. I had finished with everything but the manila envelope from Shelby Rush that had arrived that afternoon. Inside was a videotape cassette and a cream-colored note card.
Dear Dr. Snow,
It was good meeting with you. I’m sure that you are the right therapist for us and know you will be able to help us get through this troubled time. In the meantime, enclosed is a letter of agreement between you and the Scarlet Society. It’s a confidentiality agreement. I’m sure you’ve been asked to sign something like this before. As I explained when we met, the society is very concerned about opening up to anyone on the outside. We’re simply asking you to keep everything that we talk about in our group-therapy sessions in the strictest confidence—
I put the letter down and stood up. I didn’t walk into the kitchen so much as stomp in. Well no, Shelby, I was saying to her in my head. No one, in the six years that I have been in private practice as a sex therapist with the Butterfield Institute, has ever asked me to sign any kind of confidentiality agreement. I couldn’t even give her—or the society—the benefit of the doubt; I knew several of them had been in therapy before. They had to know that what happens between a doctor and her patients is privileged. Besides, I’d explained it to her. Damn, I’d almost gotten killed keeping the confidence of a patient last June, not going to the police when I thought she might be in danger.
My hand was shaking as I poured myself a glass of wine. I breathed in the fruity aroma as I took my first sip and, carrying the glass, went back to the couch in the den to reread the letter, finishing it this time.
We are all grateful that you’ve agreed to help us and we are looking forward to our first meeting this coming week. By way of introduction, I’ve included a video. Like everything else about us, we are asking that you view it in private.
I trust you, Dr. Snow. Just meeting you once, I know we’ve made the right decision.
Sincerely,
Shelby Rush
There was another sheet of paper in the envelope. The confidentiality agreement. I put that down without even glancing at it. I was intrigued by the Scarlet Society and by Shelby, and had been looking forward to the challenge of working with them, but I wouldn’t sign legal papers for any patient. It was insulting.
Trying to let go of my resentment, making an effort to figure out why their request was making me angrier than it should have, I grabbed the video and slammed it into our VCR. Obviously, I wasn’t letting go of the feelings.
A few seconds into the tape, the black screen gave way to a shot of an elaborate living room. Crystal sconces glittered, gilt frames glinted in the light. The room was filled with lush velvet couches, oversized chairs and exquisite Oriental rugs in subtle shades of blues and yellows. Opulent bouquets of roses and rubrum lilies sat on end tables. I could almost smell their sweet vanilla scent.
Loud rock music blared in the background. The harsh, driving beat of the Rolling Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What You Want” was antithetical to the genteel decorations of the grand room.
The camera held steady until the French doors opened and a crowd flowed in.
It’s funny how you see what you expect to see. I knew right away that I was looking at a tape of a costume ball—everyone was wearing elaborate masks that covered the upper parts of their faces. The women were ornately dressed, well coiffed and draped with brilliant jewelry—real or not, it didn’t matter. Rubies and emeralds and diamonds glittered on ears and necks, fingers and wrists.
I was conscious that there was something different about what I was looking at, but it took a few seconds for me to realize that the women’s gowns were not just cut low but designed to bare their breasts. Nipples were rouged, skin was powdered and often sprinkled with sparkles.
As the women continued making their way into the room, the camera moved in on them. Many of the gowns had slits up the front, revealing that they weren’t wearing underwear.
The mood at the party was joyful. They greeted one another with air kisses, often whispering and then laughing.
The music segued into a Beatles song, “Love, Love Me Do,” as tuxedoed male waiters furrowed through the crowd offering canapés and flutes of champagne.
Two women—one wearing a cat mask, the other wearing one decorated with peacock feathers—took drinks and then walked off together, arm in arm. While the waiter was wearing a tuxedo coat, white shirt, cummerbund and bow tie on top, I now saw that he was naked from the waist down and sported a semierection.
All the waiters were pantless. The camera focused on one in his thirties, trim, medium height, dark-haired, with a strong but ordinary face. A woman wearing a silver mask, with sapphires outlining the holes for her eyes, took a glass of champagne from him and then reached down and cupped his testicles, giving them a little squeeze.
I reached for my wine without looking away.
What was I watching?
In a hushed tone, almost as if she had been anticipating my question, a woman’s voice started the narration and a title appeared over the scene:
The Scarlet Society’s 40th Annual Gala
February 10, 2002
“Since 1962, the Scarlet Society has had a yearly gala to raise money. Both active and inactive members from all chapters are invited to attend, as are all of the men that the society has invited to play with us over the years.
“For some of us, who have moved away or for some other reason stopped attending the regular soirées, this is a chance for us to see old friends and slip into our dreams for one more night.
“At the 2002 gala, more than 130 members and 150 male guests were in attendance. We raised close to two million dollars, which will go far in helping us keep the society an active and vital organization. All of this money was given anonymously.
“This tape is a small thank-you for your contribution and a memento of the evening we shared. As we all know, it’s not often that a camera is allowed into a society event, but since we were all so well disguised, the board thought it would be a wonderful record of our night of utter delight.”
The narration faded, the music returned to its previous level and I realized what I’d missed up until then: the voice-over had said there were 150 men present, but other than the dozen half-naked waiters, I hadn’t seen any men mingling with the female guests.
After thirty seconds more of the same footage, the camera zeroed in on a group of women and followed them through an open passage into a large ballroom.
I took ballroom dancing lessons when I was twelve. Krista, my father’s second wife, insisted. Even though she was an iconoclastic sculptor who showed at a SoHo gallery, she thought the lessons were a rite of passage.
“If you don’t learn, what will you do when some fabulous guy asks you to dance and a waltz is playing?”
Since I trusted and liked her—partly because she was smart enough not to try to replace my mother—I agreed to the once-a-week classes at the posh Pierre hotel on Fifth Avenue, just across from Central Park.
The girls were required to wear dresses and the boys to wear jackets and ties. The beginning of each session was the same: we stood on one side of the room and the boys stood on the other and we waited for them to walk across the parquet floor and ask us to dance. We learned more than the fox trot that year—the lesson of male power and female submission was reinforced for all of us every Thursday at five-thirty.
At the Scarlet Society’s gala, the same paradigm was now playing out on the video: women were on one side, and men were on the other. But it was the women who were the aggressors here, gliding across the floor and choosing their partners from among the men in evening dress—none of whom stayed dressed for long.
The camera stopped on a tall blond woman. With her mask on, it was impossible to tell her age, but she was dressed in a stunning, low-cut lavender gown that was slit up the front to show off her long legs. She walked away from the group, champagne glass in one hand, smiling to herself and moving seductively to the music. When she arrived at the swarm of men, she stopped and looked them over.
Walking back and forth, sipping her champagne, assessing, examining, she looked for something about one of the men that spoke to her.
Finally, she stopped.
He was taller than she was, with wavy hair almost as blond as hers. He was fully and immaculately dressed in a black tux. As she looked, he lowered his head. Then she stepped forward until she was only inches from him, reached out, cupped his chin with her hand and lifted his face up to hers. Like her, he was wearing a mask, but a simple black one. Although his eyes, nose and cheekbones were obscured, his jawline was strong and his neck was muscular.
The woman nodded once at him and he began to strip for her.
I’d never seen a man undress so slowly, so seductively. There was something almost feminine in the way he took off his tie and his jacket and let them fall to the ground. His shirt, socks and shoes followed.
He interrupted the show for a moment once his chest was bare, and almost as if he was challenging her, he looked right at her, watching to see how she was reacting. Reaching out, she unbuckled his belt, pulled at the button on the waistband of his pants, undid it roughly, yanked down his zipper, and then took a step away from him. At that point, he continued undressing, until all of his clothes were in a puddle on the floor.
Naked, he waited and watched her from under partially lowered eyes, behaving like an obedient subordinate.
Ignoring his erection, the woman traced the muscles on his arms with one of her fingernails, delineating the sinews slowly. Dropping her hand to her side, she turned and abruptly walked away.
She must have said something to him that was inaudible over the music, or there must have been some sign from her that I didn’t recognize, or there were rules in place for the proper behavior, because the man followed after her, like a loyal dog, out to the middle of the dance floor and then, making his second aggressive move, took her in his arms and danced with her.
I shut off the tape and sat in the den, staring at the screen, hugging my torso. We’ve all seen pornography. This was not that. Many people have videotaped themselves making love and then used the images to get turned on. Thousands have even released those X-rated home movies on the Internet. As a sex therapist, I often enter into the dark and secret places inside my patients’ heads where I explore their imaginations and fetishes with them. What one man finds arousing troubles the next. What one woman craves disgusts another. Rarely can anyone articulate why one scenario stimulates and another disturbs. Nothing is normal or abnormal. In the folds of your brain, where your sexual fantasies form while you lie half awake, symbols, actions and activities come to you from a nether place that has no name and where there are no rules. I know those places.
I can be surprised by what I hear—I can even be shocked by it—but I cannot be undone. Passion has its own peculiar pathways and I had walked them with my patients. I’d studied them. I’d heard about them every day for the past six years.
And yet, I had just watched something not in my lexicon of psychological knowledge. I was unaware of any group of women who acted en masse sexually. Men? Yes. But women? No. Women did not gather in groups to engage in erotic activity for their own pleasure, just as traditionally women do not rape.
Scientific evidence presents a theory that the hormonal makeup of men and women is what causes aggressive or passive behavior. Women have more estrogen, which is the hormone that drives us to be nurturers. As a result of survival of the fittest, we are hardwired to be mothers. The best breeders—the more faithful women and those with the highest levels of estrogen, and the men who impregnated the greatest number of women and had the highest levels of testosterone—were the ones whose genes were passed on.
In the 1960s and ’70s, feminists tried to raise boys who played with dolls and were not aggressive, and to raise girls who were aggressive and played with trucks. But it didn’t work. Yes, yes, in individual cases it did. But not in general.
We are our hormones.
Except I was watching a video of women who were acting out male-pattern sexual behavior, and as a sex therapist, that interested me more than anything I’d heard about in quite a few years.
I clicked the tape back on and watched the ritual of other women picking out their dance partners. Their actions were not shy. The only bashfulness I saw was on the faces of the men who were on display, lined up, stiff in their tuxedos, waiting to be chosen and stripped.
If I had not met Shelby Rush, I would not believe that I was watching a real event, but rather an erotic film written and directed by women for the delight of women.
What was so stunning was the total reversal. Not one movement had been out of character for the aggressor. And there were more than a hundred of these women. Some tall and lovely, some short and round, others older, not beauties at all. But there was a freedom and lack of self-consciousness that graced each one’s bearing.
It was a sexual dance of daring that I did not have the information to process.
It took courage to be that open about your desires. It must take enormous self-esteem and a willingness to act the fool. It takes a burning need to be satiated. I would not have been capable of walking into that ballroom, choosing a man and telling him what I wanted.
What must it feel like to not wonder if you are desirable? Not to consider what the other person was feeling or thinking or needing sexually, but simply to know that the act of demanding gave a man pleasure, and that his desire to please made him hard.
What would it be like to know that the fact of being in charge—no matter what I looked like or said or thought or did—was enough to make me desirable?
The tape was still running, but I shut it off and picked up the confidentiality agreement and read through it, looking at the blank space that was waiting for my signature. The first time I’d looked at it, I’d been furious that my professionalism had been questioned. Now I wasn’t sure how I felt. And I didn’t have any idea what to do.
 



Eleven
Paul Lessor was sitting in his apartment staring at the news on the television with the sound turned off, the light from the monitor the only illumination in the pigsty that used to be his living room. On the coffee table in front of him were piles of newspapers and plates of untouched food. Dried-out English muffins, butter congealed on the plate. Three-quarters of a banana now brown and rotting.
He had no appetite. That was one of the side effects of the medication, and was the least of his problems with the drugs.
What a fucking mess his life was. He was thirty-three. One of the most talented art directors at any publishing house in New York City, with more award-winning covers to his name than anyone else in the business. He’d gotten scholarships to Cooper Union and then the Yale School of Art. He’d had his photographic collages in four group shows. He got offers every year to jump ship from Pigeonhole Press, the small but prestigious publishing company where he worked, and move to the bigger houses, but he didn’t go. He couldn’t go. His boss, Maria Diezen, the fifty-two-year-old editor in chief, had told him that he couldn’t. She told him often. He loved Maria. He loved how strong she was and how tough she was and how angry she could get at him when he didn’t get it right.
And so he listened to her.
She’d been through twenty-four senior art directors in a dozen years when he’d started working for her three years ago. Now he held a record that other graphic designers in the city were in awe of. Everyone at Pigeonhole knew that Maria was a bitch: aggressive, demanding and crazy half the time. But Paul loved her. Worshipped her. Would do anything that she asked of him. Because when a woman like that, with that kind of temper and those kinds of standards, smiles on you, it’s like the whole fucking world is yours.
There was nothing better than their lunch hours, when together they’d walk into the big, noisy, crowded Barnes & Noble superstore on Fifth Avenue and Forty-eighth Street, near the office, to look at one of his covers on the new fiction table. Nothing like getting a report back from the head of sales that the big buyers at B & N, Borders, Amazon and all the independents had upped their orders because “with a cover like that, there’s no question the book is going to walk itself out of the store.”
And more times than not, it had.
But as good as his work was, as much as he loved what he did and lived off the high that he got from it, he was fucking falling apart.
He’d gone to the psychiatrist six months ago for the crazy things that were happening in his head: manic mood swings—elation, depression, the sense that he could do anything, the realization that he was powerless.
They’d tried cocktail after cocktail of drugs to get him into some kind of chemical balance. The only thing that worked at all was Thorazine. Except for one little side effect.
He wanted to be able to live with it. Wanted to not care. Anxious to rise above the problem, he told himself that soon he’d get chemically balanced and then the doctor would be able to change the medication and find one that didn’t make him impotent. He had to trust that.
Paul looked at the clock before closing his eyes. A year ago he would not have been home on a Tuesday night at eight o’clock, sitting on his couch, bored out of his brain by television. He would have been naked and fucking some Amazon who shouted out orders, telling him exactly where to put his cock and how to move his hands and what to do with his tongue.
Damn. Damn. Damn.
Not even reliving any of those incredible nights gave him half a hard-on. Not with the Thorazine coursing through his blood, softening his mind and his equipment.
No matter how hard he concentrated on remembering the high points of those months after he’d first been accepted into the Scarlet Society, it was the memories of his last two weeks there that tormented him.
It was depressing.
In its own twisted way, any depression was actually a relief tonight, because if he really was depressed, then the Thorazine wasn’t working and they might be able to try something else. And if they did, then maybe, just maybe, he’d get his sexual energy back.
Now all he had was sexual shame.
The first night it had happened, no big deal. The woman he’d been with—a blonde named Anne—had tried her damnedest, shouting at him and roughing him up a little to get him hard again. But nothing worked.
It wasn’t how the women had treated him, once word started getting around within the society that he couldn’t get it up, that bothered him the most. There were plenty of them who didn’t care that much about penetration and were perfectly happy to have him eat them or stroke their pussies. He thought he’d be able to ride out the soft-cock syndrome, at least until he and his doctor could figure out if the Thorazine was working and whether it was the best solution.
But it was how the men dealt with him that made it so fucking impossible. He was aware of every snicker and sidelong glance at his flaccid penis. He was nothing to them anymore. He was no one. He was back in high school, the skinny guy who wanted to paint and take photographs and be an artist. Who everyone called a fag. In New York City, Paul’s artistic flair might have made him a totally acceptable kid. But in a public school in the suburbs of Detroit, it made him a wimp.
He felt the stare of every guy who watched him walk around the room with absolutely nothing happening between his legs, and knew he was the fag again. It was masochistic to keep going, but he couldn’t stop. He kept hoping that he’d be okay, that the erotic stimulation would overpower the drugs.
He’d get back at them, he’d thought as he walked home from those embarrassing last nights of Scarlet Society visits. He planned what he might do to them to get his revenge. He was nothing if not creative. Hadn’t everything that had ever happened to him been because of how creative he was?
He imagined all sorts of ways of retaliation, from the violent and absurd—literally slicing off the guys’ dicks with a kitchen knife so they could experience what he was going through—to the ridiculous—slipping into the club with a camera phone and taking snapshots of them at their most embarrassing moments and posting the shots on the Internet.
Finally, a few weeks ago, he’d gotten so sick and tired of the guys’ attitudes that he quit. For the first few days he was okay about it, even happy that he was finished with the society. But that didn’t mean that he wasn’t still the one they were laughing at.
To them, he was still the man who couldn’t get it up. Who was soft and helpless. Like a baby. A wimp. They were probably still laughing about him when they got together.
Paul pulled the paper off the coffee table. He didn’t have to search for the headline. His eye went directly to the upper right-hand corner, where the story and photo had been every time he had looked at it.
Every few hours for the last few days.
Philip Maur was dead.
Now they were starting to get theirs, weren’t they?
 



Twelve
“Working with the Scarlet Society could dovetail perfectly with the paper you’re working on,” Nina Butterfield said the next afternoon as she pulled books off shelves. Three of the walls in her office were lined with bookshelves that had been built in the 1930s. The art deco theme continued with the large walnut desk, two Ruhlmann elephant chairs and a deep, overstuffed couch. A Chinese carpet from the same era covered the floor—brilliant blues and greens depicting a sailing ship. I always thought it was a great metaphor for what went on in her office.
That afternoon, the rug was covered with piles of books; by the time Nina was done, there would be more than a hundred ready for adoption by the staff of the Institute. This book cleansing was a twice-yearly ritual. No one devoured more literature about therapy, psychopharmacology and medicine than Nina did.
“You’ll blow everyone out of the water when you make your presentation if you have a clinical case study like this backing it up. Women acting out in a sexual group situation! You’ll be learning about sexual aggression. Role reversal. Female sexual power. Subjects that almost no one in the therapeutic community knows very much about. And you’re not sure you should accept these clients? Morgan, what you will learn from this group will get you the attention you deserve. Finally.”
“I’m not so sure I want attention, much less deserve it,” I said, and then added what I hadn’t said since she’d started on her crusade, but had wanted to. “Ever since the Magdalene Murders, you’ve been pushing me like crazy. Like suggesting me to that producer from the Today show. What’s up?”
She turned, arched her reddish-brown eyebrows, and stared at me as if she were seeing me for the first time. But Nina had known me my whole life. She’d been my mother’s best friend. They’d met when they were students at NYU and lived next door to each other in their Greenwich Village dorm. My mom only stayed in school for a year—she couldn’t balance college and her acting—but she and Nina had formed a bond that lasted.
After my mother died, Nina had stepped in to help my father take care of me. Even after my father remarried, Nina remained the most important woman in my life.
“Don’t deserve the attention? Why would you say that? You’ve done an incredible job with client after client. You saved a patient’s life using nothing but your skill and your chutzpah. If you really don’t understand how good you are, this might be an issue we need to work out. Is it?”
Nina believed that therapists and psychiatrists should periodically return to therapy for what she called tune-ups. Especially when they went through life crises. My four-month-old divorce and involvement with a serial killer definitely put me in the running, but I hadn’t felt the need for counseling.
“Do you think I need therapy?”
“That’s the question I asked you.”
“No.” I said, annoyed that she was playing therapist by answering my question with her own. Oh, I knew she was just trying to look out for me, like she always did, but this time it bothered me. I had a fleeting feeling that there was something I did need to talk about, deal with, but I didn’t dwell on it. I was better at denial than any patient I’d ever had. I knew how to insulate myself from my feelings. “I’m fine, Nina. Sleeping. Eating. Not experiencing any overwhelming anxiety.”
“Do you feel lonely?”
“Aren’t most recently divorced women lonely?”
She nodded. “What about feeling apprehensive about Dulcie?”
“Nina, she’s thirteen. What mother of a thirteen-year-old girl isn’t somewhat apprehensive? This is about what it’s about. No undercurrents. No hidden agendas. I’m just not sure that I want the kind of attention you think I should have.”
“I’d prefer you did have a hidden agenda rather than be so self-effacing. Not every therapist should have a public persona, but damn, Morgan, you should. I want you to get attention because you are that good at what you do and deserve more credit than you get.”
From the way she pursed her lips, I knew there was something she wasn’t saying. The one thing I especially wanted to hear. “And?”
She gave me a knowing smile. “And I want it because you would be a good face for the institute.”
“If I’d wanted to have a public face, I would have gone on the stage. I would have—”
“Morgan, I’m not talking about you being an actress—God forbid,” she said with mock theatrics and a laugh. Whenever Nina’s face lit up like that, it was easy to forget that she was sixty-two years old. Everything she’d lived through—two divorces, a scandal with the institute in the late nineties, being widowed by her third husband, Sam Butterfield—fell away, and she was just a sexy, incredibly smart and energetic woman with a great sense of humor who was enjoying herself and the people around her.
“Can we get back to the question at hand?”
“Yes, sweetheart. Sit down and tell me more about the Scarlet Society.”
She put down the last three books she’d pulled off the shelf, stretched, ran her hands through her shoulder-length, copper-colored hair, and sat down on the couch. I sat on the chair opposite her, and described the part of the tape I’d seen.
Nina was all warm tones. She had tawny skin and bright amber eyes. Dressed in a pair of chestnut pants and a toffee-colored sweater, with a rope of amber beads doubled around her neck, she looked professional but easygoing and kind. And she was. Despite being so maternal, so caring, Nina had never had children. Because of my daughter and me, she claimed she never regretted it. We were her family, she always said, but she was also my boss, and it was important for us to keep our roles separate in and out of the office. We didn’t always succeed.
Once I finished describing the tape, I handed her the confidentiality agreement. She read it. Leaning forward, she focused on me. “I believe, even more than I did before, that the Scarlet Society sounds like a perfect group for you to work with. I know you, so I know that nothing will be as satisfying to you as helping these women. And if in the process you wind up identifying a new trend, a syndrome, or a complex that no other therapist has noticed yet, it will give you even more gratification. This is what gets your blood moving.”
I nodded. She did know me best. “But what about the confidentiality agreement? Isn’t it insulting?”
“No, it’s just naive.”
“But they’re going into this not trusting me.”
“Do you blame them? If this organization is as you’ve described, what you learn could be explosive. Of course they are worried about confidentiality. Besides, Rush is a lawyer.” She looked back at the piles of books. “Do you want to go through these? See if there is anything you want?”
I shook my head. “No, I have my own stack of books waiting to be read. Too many books, not enough time.”
Nina scooted forward so she could put her hands on my knees. I could smell the spicy, Oriental scent she always wore. To me it was familiar and comforting, even if to everyone else it was sexy.
“Are you scared of working with these women, Morgan?”
I nodded. “But I don’t know why.” I was surprised that it came out as a whisper.
“You don’t need to know why. Not yet. You do your best work when you are scared. Sign the paper,” Nina advised.
 



Thirteen
The following Monday was exhausting. I’d scheduled back-to-back patients, and even with fifteen minutes between appointments—to get a cup of coffee, inhale a container of yogurt or return a phone call—I was still reeling from the information and emotion I’d dealt with. The most critical reason for those breaks was so that I could get up, stretch my legs, walk to the large windows in my office, look down on the street and change my focus.
Too often, I keep hearing the voices of my patients describing frustration that love has turned to hate, anger at how jealousy corrupts, fear about fetishes, obsession over a need to inflict or receive pain, self-loathing at an inability to become intimate, questions about a hunger that will not abate or an appetite that nothing seems to arouse.
I go over and over the conversations my patients and I have had, looking for alternative solutions, questions I need to ask during the next session, dark corners that need more light.
What I do is fulfilling. I am grateful that I have the kind of career that allows me to interact with people who need my help and want to lead more satisfied lives. But there is another side to my profession, even if I don’t spend much time thinking about it, that can eat at my soul and corrode my own ability to connect to people in my life.
It’s not that I am frightened of what can go wrong between lovers. I was married for a long time and, for most of those years, was content. I simply know too much. I’m too aware of how easily people break and how hard it is to make real, sustaining changes.
By six forty-five that night, I was so tired I regretted having agreed to fit the Scarlet Society into my schedule. In the fifteen minutes I had before they arrived, I got a fresh cup of coffee and called Dulcie.
She was just leaving rehearsal with her father, an independent film director. “Dad’s taking me out to dinner and then to the opening of An Hour Before Dark.” Breathless, she proceeded to tell me who had directed it and who the stars were.
As soon as I hung up, the receptionist buzzed to tell me she was sending the new group in.
I greeted Shelby, who started to introduce me to the other women with her.
“No, that’s okay,” I interrupted. “Let’s get everyone seated before we do the introductions.”
Everything that happens from the moment a patient walks into my office is potential information. I become a camera, watching and listening and trying to remember what I see, sense and hear.
During the day, when individual appointments are scheduled, my office feels spacious. I have a large desk in front of the bookshelves that line the east wall. In front of the desk is a chair. Against the west wall is a camel-colored leather couch, long enough for three people to sit, or for one tall man to lie down comfortably. Facing the couch is my oversized chair. When I have a group, though, I set up a semicircle of eight to twelve folding chairs and I sit so that I can face them. The large room gets smaller, but not uncomfortable.
A woman in a red suit was the first to take a seat, and she chose the one closest to my chair. Her clothes looked expensive, cut so the fabric hugged her slim body. She wore high-heeled black alligator shoes and carried a leather bag, which I recognized as Chanel: the leather and gold chain were unmistakable.
Shelby Rush, in a black pantsuit and high-heeled black suede boots, put her tote on the chair on my other side and then stood, hostesslike, making sure that everyone found a seat.
There were too many faces for each of them to make a distinct impression, but I was very aware of two women. One wore blue jeans, a white man-tailored shirt and a brown suede blazer, and carried a briefcase as worn as the jacket. Her eyes never stopped moving. She looked at me, at each of the others, at the windows, at the floor, at the artwork on my walls. When it came time for her to take a seat, she sat at the center of the semicircle, where she would have the best view of everything going on around her. Her attentiveness didn’t appear to be nervous energy, but rather a need to observe. Her sexuality impressed me, too. She did nothing to hide it.
Like Shelby, there were several women dressed all in black—which is almost a uniform in Manhattan—but one woman was so blond, thin and pale that her black clothes overpowered her. She reminded me of a widow. Moving slowly, she appeared to have a hard time making a decision about where to go or which seat to take, and twice she stumbled over a chair leg. Her sunglasses probably weren’t helping. Large black frames with very dark lenses, they completely obscured her eyes. Without having to ask, I knew that she was in hiding. I just didn’t know if it was from me, from the other women or from herself.
As the rest of the seats filled up, it turned out that six of the twelve women wore sunglasses. One also wore a baseball cap. Another wore a scarf over her hair, tied in a retro “Jackie O” style.
I was used to treating groups who were strangers until I brought them together, choosing them carefully so that their personalities would play off one another. Week after week, I watched them become acquainted, exhibit personality and psychological traits and form a unit. But this was a preformed group, their dynamics already firmly in place. From what Shelby had told me, many of these women had been together in the society for several years. There was a lot of interaction I’d miss seeing acted out, making my work more difficult.
Even after they were all settled, they were oddly silent for people who knew one another well. Once, I had done grief counseling for a corporation where a tragedy had occurred. Even with that catastrophe overpowering them, there had been more conversation than there was with this group now.
As a therapist, I believe nothing is coincidental, no connection is unfounded. There was a reason that the members of the Scarlet Society reminded me of a bereavement group I’d had eight years before. I just had to be patient and discover what the correlation was.
 



Fourteen
“Let’s go over the few rules that I ask everyone to follow when they’re here. You all have a right to talk and an obligation to listen. We don’t judge one another, but we do discuss how one another’s comments make us feel. Even if those reactions are negative. Especially if they are. My job is to help you explore how you deal with one another. And consider behavior that is detrimental to the group as a whole and to its members individually—but I’m not your mother, your friend or your teacher.”
I looked from one woman to the next as I explained how the group worked. There was an apprehensive energy in the room, which I was certain was not a reaction to my instructions. These women were scared of something and deeply disturbed; I could see it in the way they shifted in their seats, played with their hands or the straps of their bags, or looked around.
“When I ask you a question, there is no right or wrong answer. We’re here for you to talk about your feelings or your problems expressing those feelings. For those of you who have been in a group-therapy situation before, this is probably familiar. For those of you who haven’t, please ask me to explain anything that’s unclear. Any questions so far?”
I waited, but no one spoke.
“Okay, why don’t we go around the room so you can introduce yourselves to me and tell me a little bit about why you, personally, are here and what you hope we will accomplish.” I turned to my right, knowing I would be frustrating the woman in the red suit to my left who, judging from her movements, wanted, expected and perhaps even needed to go first.
Before the woman on my right could speak, Shelby interrupted.
“Dr. Snow, I think we should just introduce ourselves and then I can tell you what the problem is. But first we need the confidentiality agreement I sent you with the videotape. You told me on the phone you would sign it.”
I watched for reactions to Shelby’s assertion of power: no one seemed surprised by her taking over. Responding to the group, rather than to Shelby, I said, “The entire relationship between us is predicated on trust. Just like any doctor, I am bound by doctor-patient confidentiality and will not disclose anything you say to anyone outside of this room. The only exception to that rule is if I have information that one of my patients might inflict harm upon herself. So if one of you talks about committing suicide and I feel you mean it, I will have to go to the authorities. The same holds true if one of you tells me that you intend to kill someone and gives me reason to believe you mean it, as opposed to just thinking or fantasizing about it. I should tell you, though, that in all the years that I have been practicing, I have never had to break a patient’s trust.”
Shelby nodded. “We all understand that, but I really have to insist.”
Nina had known I wanted to work with this group, almost desperately, even if I wasn’t sure I knew all of the reasons. Our talk had prepared me for Shelby’s ultimatum. But it still rankled me. I got up, walked over to my desk, pulled the signed sheet out of a folder and gave it to her. She took it, glanced at it, folded it and put it in her bag.
I sat down, turned to the woman on my right and said, “Let’s try the introductions again.” I smiled at her.
Louise M. introduced herself and added, “I’m glad you are working with us. We need help.”
One by one, we went around the circle. Ginny P., Shelby R., Martha G., Ellen S., Bethany W., Anne K., Liz B., Cara L., Aimee B., Gail S. and Davina C. I didn’t remember all their names right away, but after listening to them for an hour and a half, I would.
During that initial go-around, I’d discovered the blond, slightly ethereal woman in black, who seemed so sad, was Anne. Liz was the woman in the worn brown blazer who was so observant. Ellen was the red-suited woman who’d wanted to be the first to talk.
“Do you all keep your last names private in the society?” Even though Shelby had told me that they did, I wanted to get them talking.
“Damn straight,” Ellen said. I was not surprised that she answered. “We don’t use our last names and neither do the men who join us. Our privacy is as important to us as getting what we want,” she said, giving the last phrase an emphasis and energy that was slightly confrontational.
Shelby continued to explain: “Our entire organization—all of the chapters around the country—abides by the same rules. In fact, some of us don’t even use our real first names. We know one another only in one way, in one environment. We aren’t friends outside of the society. It would be far too risky.”
I saw Anne lower her head.
“How would it be risky?”
“We have families, spouses, children. We have careers. Some of us have public lives,” Shelby said.
“But you are all a family, too, aren’t you? A certain kind of family?” I asked.
Anne’s shoulders heaved in a quiet sob. “Yes, we are,” she said softly.
“We are a group of women who believe in fulfilling our sexual potential beyond the ways that society deems acceptable. We have refused to be afraid of what we want.” Shelby said, taking back the reins.
I had to get the other women talking.
“What does it feel like to set the rules and the terms you want?” I asked, looking from Bethany to Liz to Davina, hoping to engage them.
Davina smiled. She was tall and shapely, with coffee-brown hair cut short to show off her heart-shaped face. Everything about her was lovely, except for fingernails bitten down so low there was dried blood on some of the cuticles. “It feels limitless,” she said.
“Anyone else?” I asked.
Martha, who appeared to be the youngest member of the group, smiled at me. “It feels right to me.”
No one else volunteered. It was becoming clear that I was going to have to work to find out what was bothering these women. “Can one of you describe the mission of the society?”
Shelby and Ellen both began to speak. They exchanged a glance. With a nod, Ellen acquiesced and Shelby began. “Since its inception, the society’s purpose has been to create an environment for women who want to be in power, where they can act out their sexual fantasies with men who are willing to be their sex partners.”
“Why aren’t any of the men here?” I asked.
“They don’t belong to the society. It’s our club and they are invited guests. We don’t have relationships with them. We don’t become their friends, or fall in love with them. They are just there to please us. Do you understand?”
I nodded, wondering why she was being so emphatic. I would have preferred she talk less so that the others could talk more, but it was also instructive to observe how the group deferred to her.
“What kind of men do you invite?”
“For the most part they are successful, highly respected and often powerful men, each of whom has gone through an extensive screening process. Sexually, the one thing they have in common is their preference to be submissive. Usually, we have about twice as many men on our roster as women—so we have about thirty now. All of them are invited to our weekly soirées. As long as a man accepts three out of every five invitations he remains active.”
It appeared that she could go on talking indefinitely, but Cara, another of the women in sunglasses, interrupted. Her dirty blond hair was pulled back off her face, her olive skin stretched tight over prominent bones. Her voice was low and soft, and I had to lean forward a little to hear her.
“Last week we found out that one of the men who has been with us the longest had been reported missing by the partners at his company.” She hesitated. “People wondered if he’d been kidnapped. None of us even knew his name until the article ran in the paper, with his picture.”
Anne lowered her head once more and a tear fell into her lap. Martha covered her mouth with her hand as if to stop herself from talking. Shelby focused on Cara, watching her intently. Ginny, who hadn’t yet spoken, took off her large silver-and-onyx ring and then put it back on, as if this action in some way centered her.
Cara had stopped mid-sentence but clearly had something else she wanted to say.
“Go on,” I encouraged.
“His name was Philip Maur. It was bad enough that he was missing. Then last Friday the New York Times reported that he’d been killed.”
I was shocked and hoped it didn’t show on my face.
Davina, who had started to cry, asked me, “Did you see the article?”
“I did,” I said, and clearly remembered that moment in the greenroom at the Today show when I’d read the story and seen the letters at the bottom of the page that spelled out Detective Noah Jordain’s name.
“The problem is, how do we cope with this?” Finally, Ellen got to the point of why they were in my office. “Nothing like this has ever happened before. Men have left, but of their own volition. A few guys have gotten sick, but Christ, no one has died. What do we do? How do we cope with this?” she asked again, her voice tight and agitated.
Now that someone had exposed the problem, they all spoke at once, and I had to stop them and explain that they needed to go one at a time.
“A lot of us knew Philip really well. He’d been with the society for the past eight years.” Davina said.
“We’ve all been with him, haven’t we?” Martha asked, looking around the room.
Everyone nodded.
“We don’t know what to do,” Anne said. Her voice was musical and studied. I recognized its cadence and wondered if she was an actress.
Louise, who also wore sunglasses that covered more than a third of her face, and who had a faint Boston accent, said, “We can’t talk about this with anyone outside of the society. It’s driving us crazy. We don’t know what to tell our friends or families about our melancholy. I burst into tears at the office this morning and my boss, whom I am incredibly close to, asked me what was wrong. I couldn’t tell her. What am I supposed to do with all this grief?”
Around the room, with nods or murmurs, they all acknowledged that this was what they wanted me to help them with.
“There’s something else,” Ellen said. She looked angry, and tucked her hair behind her ears as if she was getting ready for a fight. I noticed the large ruby studs in her earlobes. “From the story in the paper, it doesn’t sound like the police have any leads. What if his death has some connection to the society? What if one of us has something to do with it?”
“Don’t you see? Any one of us could be involved with his murder,” Martha whispered. “What if it’s because he’s part of the society that Philip’s dead?”
 



Fifteen
Officers Tana Butler and Steve Fisher sat in an unmarked car parked on East Sixty-fifth Street between Madison and Park Avenues, across the street and four doors down from a turn-of-the-century limestone building.
“You wouldn’t think to look at it that it’s a sex clinic,” Fisher said.
For the first time, Butler paid attention to the building’s architecture: the elegant facade and decorative wrought-iron door.
“I guess not.”
“And if you didn’t know, nothing about the name on that nice little brass plaque would give it away. The Butterfield Institute could be anything, you know? A high-level think tank. An art school.”
Butler looked at her watch. They’d been sitting in the car since 6:45 p.m. and it was almost eight. “You sure there’s no back door to this place?”
“Nope.”
“Well this doesn’t make sense. She’s been in there for more than an hour. And why was she wearing a wig?”
“Maybe she’s doing some undercover investigation with one of the therapists. Pretending to be a patient instead of a reporter. Makes sense. The case has a sexual component. Why wouldn’t she do some follow-up with a sex therapist?”
“I guess. But how do you explain all the other women who went in there along with her?”
“It is a clinic, Tana. I’d bet most people go after work. Or maybe there’s some group thing going and they all wound up going in at the same time.”
Butler’s cell phone rang. It was Jordain, and she gave him an update on where they were, how long they’d been there, and the odd detail of Betsy Young wearing the wig.
When she got off the phone, she filled Fisher in on Jordain’s call. While they talked, they watched the Butterfield’s front door. A young couple came out; the woman looked visibly upset.
“Have you ever been to a therapist?” Butler asked.
Fisher shook his head. “You?”
“For a few weeks after I—” She broke off. The door to the institute had opened again and Young walked out. She turned left, in the opposite direction of the car, and started walking toward Park Avenue.
Fisher turned the key in the ignition and pulled out of the parking space. The one easy thing about tailing someone in Manhattan was the traffic. Even at night, there were always a few cars on the street.
Even so, Betsy noticed the sedan trailing her.
 



Sixteen
The man was stretched out and tethered to the gurney with leather straps, but they were no longer buckled. He couldn’t get up and walk away anymore. His eyes were shut. His cheeks were hollow. His skin was ashen. It was a color that was without color. One doesn’t realize how many shades of yellow, peach and pink make up flesh tones until one has seen a body drained of all those colors.
Timothy Wheaton’s skin was exposed to the air-conditioning and yet he didn’t shiver or shake. He did not look like he was sleeping. A sleeping man has his head bent to one side. Or his fingers curled up under his chin. Or one of his feet twitches. This man looked dead.
It was midnight. Wheaton had been there for exactly four days. That was long enough. It was time to get to work.
The light exploded, illuminating the previously darkened room.
If a man was just sleeping, he might have sensed the brightness and opened his eyes, but Timothy Wheaton didn’t, not even when the camera’s flash went off for the second time.
The photographer smiled. After all these years of using a camera only for reference, it was satisfying to use it now creatively.
The process had been easier with this second man than with the first. The third would go even more smoothly. If there was a third. That was not yet decided.
It was a long walk to the darkroom, where one wall was covered with cork and more than a dozen shots of Phil Maur were pinned up in neat, even rows. Several of them had been sent to the New York Times. Others were too private to show to anyone. Every step had been documented: setting the stage, trapping the man, restraining him, preparing him and then rendering him helpless.
As each new, still-wet shot of Timothy Wheaton came out of the developer bath, it was added to the wall.
Both Philip and Timothy had been easy to seduce. Flattery and interest got them to settle down in the big comfortable chair, sip a glass of amber-colored liquor and talk about their sexploits. Neither of them had guessed that, along with the Scotch, they were ingesting liquid Thorazine.
They ignored the first relaxing effects of the drug because they were drinking and weren’t surprised to feel a slight buzz. But by the time their eyelids became heavy, they had trouble lifting their hands and standing up. Once the drug completely kicked in, they were harmless.
The photographer had no trouble undressing them. In fact, Philip Maur had helped undress himself, thinking he was having a drunken adventure. He’d even been able to sprout an erection. That had been interesting: sex with a half-dead man who was helpless but hard.
But Timothy Wheaton had been impotent from the drugs.
Examining the bulletin board, the photographer wondered which of the new shots should be sent to the paper. That front-page placement of Phil Maur’s photograph had been gratifying, even though there wasn’t a photo credit. Obviously, nothing could be done about that. It was too bad the paper hadn’t used those long shots of the beautiful naked body depleted of all its energy and vigor, but had instead used the simple shot of the man’s feet. His numbered feet. Red numbers from the middle of the ball of the foot to the heel. A 1 on the right foot. A 1 on the left.
Now there would be a new photo in the Times with a 2 on the right foot. And a 2 on the left.
Everyone would assume there was going to be a 3 to follow.
Everyone.
Fear of being next had to be a powerful inhibitor, didn’t it? They had to be thinking that if two of them had been killed, any one of them might be next, right? The photographer was counting on it.
 



Seventeen
Wednesday was rainy. A strong wind ripped the turning leaves from the branches and they lay plastered on the pavement, slippery but brilliant against the concrete streets.
Because of the weather, and because I’d scheduled a consultation with a new patient at 1:00 p.m. and only had a half hour for lunch, I ordered in vegetable soup and seven-grain bread and ate at my desk.
Nicky Brooks arrived on time, only minutes after I finished eating. Once he was sitting on the couch, I asked how he’d found me, assuming it was from the Today show, but it turned out Shelby Rush had recommended me.
“I told her I was looking for someone to help my wife and me. Shelby knows us. Knows what has been going on with us. What the issues are. She suggested you.”
Nicky was in his mid-thirties, dressed well in a navy suit and sky-blue striped tie. He had a high forehead, thick chestnut hair, dimples and a determined chin. He looked like someone who moved through the world getting what he wanted.
“Have you been in therapy before?”
He nodded.
“When?”
“About six years ago.”
“For how long?”
“About a year.”
“You said that Shelby knew you and the kinds of issues you have been dealing with. I’d like to know what they are.”
“My wife and I are separated.” He looked around, taking in the room. I wasn’t sure if it was interest in his surroundings or a way of avoiding looking at me.
“How long have you been married?”
“Eighteen months.” He looked back at me when he answered.
“And how long have you been separated?”
“About four months. Couldn’t even make it through two years.” His voice dipped down, expressing disgust. With himself? With his wife?
“Who instigated the separation?”
“Daphne.”
“Why?”
“We had issues.”
“With what part of your lives?”
“Our sex life.”
The way he said the word “our” made me wonder if, indeed, the problem belonged to both of them.
“I’d like to hear your take on what the problems are. If we go forward with the therapy, I’ll be asking your wife the same question. Do you feel comfortable talking about the problems without your wife being here?”
He seemed surprised, as if it had never occurred to him that there might be anything wrong with talking about it without her. “Daphne and I met at the Scarlet Society almost three years ago. She was a member.”
He was watching for a reaction, but I had been doing this for years and knew how to hide my feelings if I wanted or needed to. Nicky continued, “I’d found out about the society from a woman I’d been seeing who thought I’d enjoy it.”
“And did you?”
“For the first time in my life, I was sexually satisfied.”
“What had happened previously?”
“I’ve been uncomfortable with several of the women I’ve been with.”
“Why, Nicky?”
“It’s embarrassing. To explain what you like. It can turn some women off.”
“What do you like?”
He sat back in the chair and crossed his arms over his chest. For the first time since he’d come into my office twenty minutes earlier, he was resisting going forward. His body language spoke more loudly than any words. His eyes darkened and narrowed. He lowered his gaze so that he was no longer looking at my face but rather at the cup of coffee that sat on the small end table next to my chair. He crossed one leg over the other.
“This isn’t going to work if I don’t tell you, right?”
“Right. You said you were in therapy before. Did this subject come up?”
“Yeah. But we never resolved it. And then I found the society and stopped therapy. I didn’t need to resolve it.”
“What about the society made that possible?”
He didn’t say anything. It was time for some reassurance.
“I don’t want you to worry about shocking me or embarrassing yourself. I’ve been a therapist for eleven years. The only thing I consider problematic is when a patient’s sexual desires, or lack of them, gets in the way of how they want to live their lives, or if it endangers their partners.”
He let out a long breath. “I’m not hiding anything dangerous. I just like to be told what to do. It’s not such a big deal.” He was arguing with someone who wasn’t in the room with us. Someone who had tried to convince him that it wasn’t normal for a man to enjoy being sexually submissive.
I nodded, encouraging him. “And the society offers you a place to do that without being judged?”
“I don’t like the leather-and-high-heels dominatrix scene. I tried that. Dirty clubs. Expensive services.” He shook his head. “I didn’t want to be with those women. I wanted consensual sex with women who were like me. Not too far afield. Not taking my money.”
I nodded again. He was finally talking in complete thoughts and I hoped he’d go on.
“I’m a wine merchant. I have more than one hundred employees. I tell people what to do all the time. I’m in charge all the time. So every once in a while, I like to give up being in charge.”
“What is that like?”
He thought for a few seconds. “To have a woman standing there, hungry for you, telling you how to touch her … seeing her mouth part and her tongue slip out … and to hear her breath come faster and faster … knowing your job is to please her before you can please yourself … the wait of that … knowing that if you fail you will be punished—” He stopped, not sure he could describe it to me after all.
“How do you feel about the way you prefer to have sex?”
“Now?”
“Now or before.”
“I’m okay with it. Wasn’t at first. I was frightened by it. By the difference of it. For a while I wondered if it meant I was … gay. But this isn’t about wanting to be with a man, or even wanting to be a woman. I just like having to perform. And being rewarded. I like the exchange and the parameters.”
“Do you ever wish that you weren’t turned on by being submissive?”
This took him aback. He didn’t say anything. He recrossed his legs. He shrugged, but still he didn’t answer.
I waited. The silence continued. I could hear the rain beating on the windows.
“I suppose my life would be easier if I weren’t. But I need to be told what to do.” He looked straight at me, unashamed.
I’d worked with men before who preferred to play a sexually passive role. Some were able to integrate it into their relationships—with wives or lovers—while others acted out with dominatrixes they hired or met in sex clubs. Two previous clients were only turned on by extreme S & M and I had referred them to another therapist at the institute who is an expert at behavior modification. But the Scarlet Society was a sandbox compared to a hard-core S & M club.
“How do your preferences work with your relationship with your wife? You said you met at the society and she was a member?”
“She was. And then we broke one of the society’s rules and saw each other outside of the playrooms. That’s what we call the apartment where the society meets—the playrooms.”
I nodded. “And how was the sex outside?”
“We didn’t do it outside until eight or nine weeks before we got married. We met to do all the things that we weren’t allowed to do at the society. Talk. Go to dinner. To the movies. Hold hands. Sit in the park at twilight and discuss what we’d done that day. Daphne is a painter. Very successful. I posed for her during that time. Naked. She loved to paint me. And that was very erotic. It was as close as we came to having sex. But we saved that for the club. We were living these two lives—three really—and no one knew.”
“Can you tell me about the three lives?”
“In one life each of us was just as we appeared to the world. A wine merchant and a painter. Then there was the secret life we shared at the club. Doubly secret because the society is secret to begin with, and when we were there no one knew that Daphne and I were breaking the rules. The sex during that time was better than ever—with her and with the other women, too. And there was our third life—the two of us together, dating.” His tone of voice was wistful.
Even though I can explain to patients that nothing is a more powerful aphrodisiac than illicit love or illicit sex, I haven’t always been able to extricate them from its grip. Once, a woman whose life was coming apart while she carried on a passionate affair asked me if what she was feeling was real. If that insane high she and her lover experienced when they were with each other was going to last. If the intensity of colors, tastes, sights and sounds she experienced during those first six months they were together was genuine.
It was real in that it was her reality. But no, it could not be sustained. The high thrived on its very impermanence. It was fueled by its own secrecy.
We want what we cannot have. Not because we cannot have it so much as because longing works like an opiate. It magnifies our lives and heightens our senses. Yearning has propelled artists to paint, sculpt, write and compose. Cities have been built out of desire, and governments have been toppled.
Some argue that nothing except the will to survive is as powerful as early secret passion. I don’t know. But listening to patients, I have come to believe it is possible. The sexual union becomes almost mystical in these relationships. The connections that we make in the dark of clandestine assignations are elevated beyond other experiences. Men and women become gods when they steal away to luxuriate in each other. They talk and touch as if they’ve never done either before.
Longing has made this so. For many people, pent-up passion incites the most ardent encounter they’ve ever had.
“Why did you want to get married?” I asked Nicky.
“We figured that there couldn’t be a better match for either of us. Daphne is very strong and verbal. She likes being in control. I need to be dominated. Plus, we shared a love of art, good food and wine. Everything fit. And we knew each other’s secrets. We accepted them.” He didn’t say it, but in his tone I heard the “I thought.” The doubt.
“What happened?”
Nicky looked away from me again and out the window. There were only ten minutes left, according to the clock on the end table next to the agate ashtray. We’d covered a lot of ground in the past thirty-five minutes. If he couldn’t go further, I wouldn’t be surprised.
At that point my phone rang. I glanced at the caller ID. I only took calls during sessions if they were related to my daughter. This one wasn’t. I gave Nicky a few more seconds. If he hadn’t responded, I wouldn’t have pushed him. But he began talking.
“Daphne got pregnant three months after we married. It was planned. Then she lost the baby. About a month and a half in. She barely mourned. She wasn’t depressed. Or so she said. But she started working harder than ever, preparing for her next show. She threw herself into painting with a crazy energy. Day by day she became more and more fanatical about perfecting her paintings. Even though she said she wasn’t mourning the baby, and that early miscarriages were easy enough to get over, I could see how upset she was in the paintings. They were dark—black, blood-red paintings of bundles of torn and ragged bunting. At that point she became preoccupied with death and started going to the temple. She’s Jewish. We both are. Both nonpracticing. Suddenly she was intensely religious. Even studying Kabbalah. Soon she was talking about how we had to rethink our lifestyle. She wanted to try to have a baby again. But first we had to stop acting out sexually and give up the games, and she wanted me to quit going to the society.”
“I don’t understand. You’d broken the rules and you were still going to meetings?”
“No one had found out. Daphne just dropped out without giving any reason. No one even knew I’d gotten married.”
“When did she stop going?”
“When we decided to get married.”
“Whose idea was that?”
“Hers. She said that as much as she had enjoyed it, she didn’t need it anymore. At that point she said she thought that she could handle me going. At least, before we got married, she thought that.” A thick layer of resentment underscored his words now. “She claimed that it was okay for me to have different needs than she did.”
“So she stopped going and you kept going?”
“Until she lost the baby. To placate her, I stopped, too. I had to. I couldn’t stand how she was changing. I wanted the woman I was in love with back. And I wanted to start a family with her. I’d lived without the society before. I’d had traditional sex for years before I finally figured out what it was I enjoyed the most. I could make a sacrifice, couldn’t I? A simple sacrifice. Not that hard, right?”
His eyes were filled with pain and anger.
“But you couldn’t?”
He shook his head.
“Did you try?”
He nodded. “Like hell. I stayed away for six weeks.”
“What happened?” He shrugged.
“Can you connect going back to something that happened in your life?”
He shrugged again, but this time he followed the gesture with words. “I’d been traveling. Went to a large wine auction in England and made a killing. Had one of the most successful trips of my career, came back, got in from the airport and didn’t even go home. Went straight to the society and spent three hours there.”
“Did Daphne find out or did you tell her?”
“I told her,” he said.
I wasn’t surprised. You cannot be punished if you don’t get caught. After his success, he needed to be reminded that, despite his power, he was powerless. If he stayed in therapy with me, with or without his wife, we’d work on his need for punishment—but only when he was ready.
“And now?”
“Daphne wants me back. I want to go. But she’s given me an ultimatum. I have to give up the society. Except I can’t. I need help to do that. And she has to be one of the people to help me. She has to go back to treating me the way she used to sexually. She doesn’t want to. Sex with her is deadly serious now.”
“Is she willing to join you in therapy?”
He nodded.
“That’s good.”
His forty-five minutes were over. I leaned forward, just a little, to be inclusive at the very moment when I had to tell him our time was up.
“Nicky, I think you’ve been brave to come here. And very forthcoming. I also think you’re smart and intuitive. So if you want to work on this—with or without your wife—I’d be happy to help you.”
As he stood, he became the calm, successful man who had walked into my office almost an hour earlier. His armor was back on. He’d lost the scared look he’d had only minutes before.
“You’ll love Daphne,” he said. “She’s the most creative person I’ve ever met.”
 



Eighteen
Noah Jordain poured chicken broth into a saucepan, added two tablespoons of oil and a cup of uncooked rice. While he waited for the mixture to come to a boil, he poured himself an inch of Maker’s Mark and took a sip.
Carrying the glass, he walked out of the kitchen and into the living room, where he put a CD in the expensive Bose stereo system. Jordain lived in a much nicer place than most NYPD detectives could afford, but he had a sideline: he played and wrote jazz, and some of it was good enough that he’d been able to buy his Greenwich Village loft and some original arts and crafts furniture with his ASCAP royalties.
Back in the kitchen, he checked the stove and covered the boiling rice.
Cooking was therapeutic for Noah, as it had been for his father, who’d been one of the toughest cops in the New Orleans police department. Jambalaya had been his specialty, and whenever Noah made it he thought of his dad. André Jordain had been a well-respected policeman and a thirty-year vet when someone set him up.
He and his partner, Pat Nagley, had busted a cocaine ring. It looked like an easy collar until the defense presented evidence that André and Pat had been on the take, accepting payoffs from the dealer for five years and finally turning him in when he refused to increase the payoffs.
Noah and his family knew the accusation was bogus. Yes, his father had been a flirt; yes, he had too much to drink sometimes and had let his temper get the better of him. But a bad cop? No way. Someone had been on the dealer’s payroll, but it hadn’t been André Jordain. And Noah had vowed that one day he’d clear his father’s name. That’s what had brought him to New York four years earlier. He’d heard the dealer was tied to someone high up in the NYPD.
After another gulp of bourbon, Noah lifted the lid, smelled the fragrant stock and spices, and stirred the mixture. Then he went to work on the rest of the ingredients, putting andouille sausages in a frying pan and turning up the heat.
He sliced bright red and green peppers and a bunch of scallions, chopped some tomatoes, then removed the sausages. While they drained on paper towels, Noah threw cut-up chicken into the pan, stirred it and finally added the vegetables.
Jordain breathed in the smells and felt the first kick of homesickness when his phone rang, the sound clashing with the smooth Dizzy Gillespie jazz CD. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t ignore the phone. That was the one thing Noah resented about being a cop.
It was Perez.
“Noah, I just got a call from Betsy Young at the Times—” He didn’t have to finish.
“Number 2?”
“Yes.”
“Do they know who it is?”
“They are saying no.”
“And we’ve had, what, a hundred, two hundred missing-persons reports in the past few days?”
“At least.”
“What was in the package?”
“Same as last time—three photos and another clump of hair.”
“We’re not going down there. Ask a uniformed cop to go get Young and the evidence and meet us at the station house.”
“No prob.”
“And call Butler. Have her waiting for Betsy and get the photos to the lab ASAP.”
“Want me to pick you up?” Perez asked.
Jordain looked at his watch. It was eight. “Did you eat yet?”
“No.”
“You hungry?”
“What are you cooking?”
“Jambalaya.”
“I’m hungry.”
“Good. Come on over. We can eat in ten minutes and then go meet the press. It’s always better sparring on a full stomach.”
“She is going to hate that we made her wait.”
“We are not making her wait. Have Butler talk to her.”
“It’s going to screw up her deadline—” Perez stopped midsentence. “Right, that’s what you want, to keep the story from running tomorrow.”
Jordain hung up and sighed. The first story, announcing the murder to New York and the rest of the world, had been an embarrassment to him and the rest of the department. For the paper to have gotten it first was unacceptable. And to make it worse, they still didn’t know a single damn thing about what had happened to Maur. But now for there to be a second man? And for the Times to know again before they did?
He eyed the Maker’s Mark lovingly but didn’t pick up the glass again. He was officially back on duty.
Usually the SVU is not the last to know. Whoever was behind these murders wanted a Times reporter to get the story before the police.
Why was that?
They finished up their second helpings of the food—without the beers they wanted because work was waiting—in fifteen minutes. Long enough to make the reporter cool her heels.
They’d wolfed down the spicy rice mixture as if it might be their last meal. At least, their last good meal. And well it might be. There was no telling how much information they were going to get tonight. They might not come up for air for a day or two.
“If there are two of these killings …” Jordain said as he and Perez walked out into the damp night air, climbed into Perez’s car and headed uptown to the station house.
“Don’t say it,” Perez begged.
But Jordain had to say it. He had to give weight to it and make the words real. “If there have been two of these killings, there might be three. The last thing we need is another multiple on our hands. We’re still reeling from the last one.”
“Maybe this is just a copycat of last week’s murder.”
“Maybe you are dreaming,” Jordain sighed.
 



Nineteen
“I don’t want you to open another envelope, if you’re sent one, until one of us can get there,” Jordain told Betsy Young.
It was 8:45 p.m. The two detectives sat opposite Young and Officer Butler in an interior room of the station house—a drab room with a beat-up table and eight chairs that varied in condition from old but still comfortable to very old and almost unbearable. There were no windows, and the once-white walls were stained and yellowed like the teeth of a person who had smoked too much for too long.
Foam cups of coffee and cans of diet soda rested on the floor beside their chairs. The evidence Young had brought with her was spread out on the table’s surface.
“Waiting for you guys to show up might compromise my story,” Young said, eyeing Jordain aggressively. It took him by surprise. She was challenging him, and not only in a professional context. The sexually predatory gleam repelled him.
Ignoring his personal reaction, he leaned closer to her, matching his body language to hers, even forcing his lips into a smile for the first time that night. “But when you open these envelopes and look at this material first, it compromises our investigation.”
Betsy didn’t respond. Instead, she stared down at the three glossy eight-by-ten photographs in the middle of the scarred wooden tabletop. Jordain had reviewed them a dozen times, but he did so again. Betsy had identified the man as Timothy Wheaton, and it hadn’t taken much work to confirm that she was correct; his wife had supplied them with photos of him when she’d made the missing-persons report.
Wheaton was in his early- to mid-thirties. Short but well built. His eyes were closed. Slight bruising decorated his wrists and ankles. He was as still as the stone angel that stood over Jordain’s father’s grave.
This man had been laid out exactly as Philip Maur had been, and the angles in both sets of photographs were identical.
Three shots. One of the man’s feet, each with the number 2 drawn on the sole in red ink. A second focusing obscenely on the man’s penis. And a third showing his whole body.
Alongside the photographs, there was something else on the table: an innocent plastic bag. Inside was only one thing: a lock of sandy blond hair about an inch and a half long.
Betsy leaned back just a fraction in her chair, moving away from Noah. “Well, I suppose there’s a deal we could make. Let me follow you around while you investigate the case. Put me in your fucking hip pocket. Let me hear and see everything that happens. Just me. No other reporters.”
Jordain’s first thought was to say no outright. The idea of spending his days with this pushy woman annoyed him. “Will you fax us your articles the night before they run? Just as a heads-up. No editorial input.” Negotiating, Betsy nodded.
“Okay,” Jordain said.
Perez did not make a move, but Jordain saw his partner’s eyebrows arch ever so slightly. Meanwhile, Betsy’s eyes gleamed. Her lust for the story chilled Jordain. The way she imitated the worst traits in a man made him pity her. Why did she force her toughness? Didn’t she know how much more powerful women were than men, even if they were wearing pink sweater sets? He was surprised that in the midst of this complicated and disturbing meeting, with the upsetting photographs in front of him, he had stopped to think about any of this.
“One more thing,” she said. “My job is to break the news. That’s harder and harder to do with twenty-four-hour cable news shows reporting all day and all night. I need assurances that if I let you in the newsroom to work on this case as it breaks, you will not issue statements to other members of the press once you walk out the door.”
As much as Jordain hated to admit it, he understood her problem, but he wasn’t used to bargaining with a newspaper. Then again, he’d never come across this particular situation before.
Out of the thousands of missing people, two men had turned up dead within days of each other, in exactly the same way. There was absolutely no evidence of where they had been or what had happened to them. Damn. Damn. Damn. The case was cold from the get-go. They didn’t have anything to go on. Not a single lead. Two men. Dead. He went over it again. Why photographs? Why hair clippings? Why these two men? What was the connection? Who were they to their assailant? And why was the only communication from the killer being sent directly to Betsy Young at the New York Times instead of to the NYPD?
“How did you figure out the names of these men?” Perez asked Betsy.
Jordain knew what his partner was thinking. Was the reporter holding something else back? A letter? E-mail? Nothing had come with the photos and the hair that would have identified the victims.
“We’d run a story on Philip Maur when he was reported missing. He had a big job. I saw it. I remembered his face.” She shrugged.
Jordain didn’t like the way she’d said it. A little too glib. He filed it away.
“And how did you know who Timothy Wheaton was?” Perez asked.
“Same thing. He’s the son of a very well-known author. When the missing-persons report was filed, we saw it.”
“Did you report on it?”
She shook her head. “Me, personally? No.”
“The paper?”
“Yes, but not as prominently as Maur.”
“Except you recognized him?”
“Not right away. I pulled up all the stories we’d done on missing people in the past few weeks, taking a guess I’d find something.”
“And you did,” Perez said.
“I did.” Her words were clipped.
Perez looked over at his partner—indicating he was finished with his questions. Jordain only had one left.
“Betsy, do we have a deal?”
“You’ll give me total exclusivity?”
“I won’t give out any statements to the press until you’ve run your story.”
“Except to me.”
“Except to you when appropriate,” he corrected.
“I don’t like that last part,” Betsy said. “Deal’s off.”
Jordain had consulted with the department’s legal counsel on the way to the station. The New York Times didn’t have to agree to any of the department’s requests. The mail was being sent to Betsy Young, not to the police, and while there were court orders the NYPD could obtain to intercept Betsy Young’s mail, the lawyers felt it would be better if Jordain could get the paper to cooperate. “The Times,” the lawyer had said, “is the newspaper of record for the city, the state and, in fact, many feel, the whole nation. It would be better if we didn’t have to go up against the Gray Lady. That would make the news in itself, and the killer might just stop sending mail completely.” It was not what Jordain had wanted to hear. But he knew he had to deal with it. Or deal around it.
Jordain stood. Perez was only seconds behind him. “We’ve done what we can to work with you. If you won’t agree to what I’ve asked, you’ll push me into getting a court order to intercept your mail.”
Betsy pulled out a cell phone, dialed a number and said only two words: “No deal.”
She listened, then she handed the phone to Jordain. “My boss would like to talk to you.”
Jordain took the phone.
“Good evening, Mr. Hastings. We seem to be having a problem here. Ms. Young can’t wrap her head around the fact that we have a killer loose and we need you to cooperate with us on our investigation. I really would prefer that to getting a court order demanding that you do so.”
“There is every chance you could get such an order, Detective. And every chance it would be denied you. Ms. Young is asking for something well within your rights to grant her. Exclusivity in exchange for us opening our doors to you.”
“There are lives at stake here and you’re bargaining?” Jordain said, finally unable to keep the anger out of his voice.
“I’m running a newspaper and trying to be accommodating.”
Jordain spoke into the phone but looked right at Betsy. “No. You are asking for more than anyone would agree to. Here it is, Hastings. Once more. Last time. We’ll have an officer there to go through the mail in the morning. Anything suspicious he finds, he will make two calls. One to me or Detective Perez, the second to Ms. Young. And she’ll wait until we show up before opening the mail. And I want you to agree to hold off running the story until we tell you it’s okay.”
“How much time?” Hastings asked.
“I can’t tell you that. I won’t know until I know what we need to do.”
“If you take too much time we could lose our exclusive.”
“Not likely. If anyone else gets a lead they will have to call my office to confirm, and we won’t do that until after we’ve given you a heads-up.”
“I don’t like that,” Hastings said.
“And I’m not surprised, but this isn’t just news, it’s murder. And it’s complicated. And we don’t have anything to go on except what you are getting.”
“The thing that bothers me with this nice-nice cooperation between us and the Times,” Perez said to Jordain after Young had left, “is that the killer is getting exactly what he wants and what is going to feed him. He’s sending those photographs to the Times instead of us because he wants to be in the paper. And we’re allowing that to happen.”
“We’re not allowing that to happen. The Constitution of the United States allows that to happen.”
Perez nodded. They had both been policemen long enough to know that their jobs were not always made easy by the civil liberties in place in the country. “There’s nothing we can complain about—no one to complain to. We have to work within the law.”
“Except in situations where there is no law,” Jordain said.
Perez heard the smile in his partner’s voice. “What are you talking about?”
“I don’t think there is any law that says we have to remember to call Betsy Young and fill her in on everything we get. There is no law that we have to report to the reporters. And there is no law that says we have to rush to give the Times the okay to run the next story. Or, God forbid, the story after that.”
“They won’t like that,” Perez said.
“I can live with being disliked.”
“They can retaliate.”
“They can, but they won’t. The NYPD has a relationship with the paper. I don’t trust Young, but Hastings won’t risk losing our cooperation on every story he’s got, especially when he knows in his gut that what he’s agreed to is the right thing to do.”
“So one day when we remember to, we’ll call Young and tell her our plans and invite her to come along on a raid and keep her sitting in a car on an empty street corner after the moon’s gone down but before the sun’s come up.”
“Right. And in the meantime, let’s get the lab working on this hair sample and these photographs. And pray that there is some information here that Young hasn’t compromised.”
 



Twenty
The call came the next day at exactly 6:47 p.m. She obviously had been to therapy or knew enough about therapists to know that patients always left at forty-five minutes past the hour. She identified herself as Betsy Young and said she was a reporter for the New York Times. I recognized her name from her byline on the story about the event that had brought the Scarlet Society to me.
“How can I help you, Ms. Young?”
“I was wondering if you could answer a few questions.” Her voice was low and intimate and just slightly familiar, but I couldn’t place it.
“In reference to what?”
“The Philip Maur murder. Did you see the photograph that ran in the paper when we broke the story?”
Could it be a coincidence that the New York Times was calling me—the therapist working with the Scarlet Society—for comment? Of course not, but who had leaked my involvement?
Shelby Rush had sent out a memo to everyone connected with the society, introducing me and the Butterfield Institute, and suggesting that anyone in need of grief counseling could contact me. Was it possible that a member of the society had sent that memo to this reporter and that was why she was calling?
Of course. Anything was possible, but I could hardly ask Ms. Young without possibly breaking confidence.
“I did see the photograph and read the story, but I don’t know why you are calling me for comment.”
“Based on photographs that we received but didn’t run in the story, there are suggestions this was a sex crime and—”
“You’d have to talk to the police about that, Ms. Young.”
“I have. They, too, believe it’s a sexual crime based on those details. Can I tell you the indicators?”
“I really don’t think I’m in a position to—”
She interrupted me, launching into a description of Maur’s body. “The corpse had bruises around his wrists and ankles as well as bruising on his testicles. In addition, another shot completely emphasized the man’s genitals. Do you think that is important?”
“I can’t comment. I haven’t see the photos.”
“If I had a set sent over to you, would you study them?”
“No, I’m sorry—I don’t think so.”
“Detective Jordain suggested I get a second opinion.”
“From me?” Hearing his name unnerved me. I had to force myself to focus on what the reporter was saying, not on what had happened four months earlier.
“You worked with the detective on the Magdalene Murders, didn’t you?” she asked.
“I can’t discuss those cases.”
I didn’t want to think about the murders or the detective who’d handled them. Especially not while I was talking to a reporter on the phone. Dealing with her required all my concentration; I couldn’t afford any missteps. “Ms. Young, did the detective suggest you call me? I don’t think you told me that.”
I heard her let out an annoyed breath. “It was reported that you had worked with the only survivor of the murders. There were even rumors that you saved her life and helped lead the police to the killer. And since you are a sex therapist and this new case suggests some sexual abuse of some kind, I thought you’d be a great place to start. So, Doctor, can I ask you two questions?”
“You can ask but I can’t promise that I’ll answer.”
“In the article that ran in the Times, did you notice that Mr. Maur had the number 1 written on the soles of his feet?”
“Yes, I saw that.”
“Would that suggest, from a therapist’s point of view, that there are going to be more victims? A number 2, 3 and so on?”
“Yes. But not from a therapist’s point of view—from common sense the numbers suggest that.”
“And can I quote you on that?”
“If you want to, I suppose that you can.”
“Thank you. Now, can you give me an idea of what kind of sex play might be involved if there is bruising on a man’s wrists, ankles and testicles?”
“Black-and-blue discoloration often indicates S & M. Restraints can heighten both the sense of control and submission in sex play. But you know, there could be other reasons for Mr. Maur to have been restrained that would have nothing to do with S & M.”
“Thank you, Dr. Snow,” she said, and hung up, leaving me sitting by the phone. My thoughts zigzagged from Betsy Young and her motivations to Noah Jordain, and as soon as that happened, I stood up suddenly and pushed back my chair.
I needed to talk to Simon Weiss, I decided. About a patient I wanted to refer to him. I knew he’d be in his office; I’d just seen him walk by. It was important. To get away from my desk, my papers, my phone. To stop my thinking from going where it was headed. To do anything to keep my mind off the detective and the time I’d spent with him.
It didn’t occur to me to wonder why Betsy Young was doing another story on Philip Maur. But I’d be finding out soon enough.
 



Twenty-One
The next night, I left the institute at eight-thirty, after my last session. The night air wasn’t cold and my black leather jacket was enough to keep me warm. I looked at the people walking on the avenue, on their way home or out to dinner. I window-shopped the boutiques that offered up designer goods more expensive than I could afford. There was a tempting pair of tall black boots in one store, a simple but elegant navy silk suit in another. No matter how much I ever made at the institute, these items would still be obscenely expensive.
I took my time that night because Dulcie’s father had picked her up from the studio and I was on my own. She’d be staying with him for the next four days. Usually it was a week every month plus every other weekend, but he had a shoot that was taking him out of town when she was due to stay with him next, so we’d rearranged the schedule.
I’d worked harder at an amicable breakup with Mitch than I had at anything I’d ever done, never forgetting that awful year when my mother had left my father and the two of us had lived in the small, pathetic apartment in a walk-up on the Lower East Side until she died, leaving me to think I hadn’t been smart enough to save her. But I’d tried. That whole year.
My mother was often sick. And when she was, I did for her what she did for me when I was sick: I told her stories—the only ones I knew by heart. I sat by her side on the lumpy couch in the living room that she used for a bed, held her hand, fed her saltines and ginger ale, and recounted each episode of her TV show, playing all the parts myself. And when I ran out of the real ones, I made up new ones.
I always ended by delivering my mother’s co-star’s final line. “And what happened next?”
“They all lived happily never after,” my mother would say in a faraway voice.
No matter how bad off she was, she always remembered her sign-off. I have a recurring dream where she finally changes the line to: “They all lived happily ever after.”
But that was just a dream. She didn’t. And by the time I was old enough to understand that my mother hadn’t been ill most of those nights, but drunk, and that my words probably hadn’t even made sense to her, it was too late. I already knew I’d failed her. I hadn’t been able to save her.
I was on Madison Avenue and Seventieth Street when my cell phone rang. I kept walking as I pulled it out of my bag. If it weren’t for Dulcie and my concern for her well-being, I doubted I’d ever answer the damn thing. It’s wrong that we can never escape from people who want to reach us.
Instead of a name on the LED display, the screen read “private caller,” and because there was a chance—albeit a slight one—that the call was about Dulcie, I answered it.
“Hello?”
I had reached the corner just as the light turned red, and as I waited I heard a man’s voice say my name.
“Morgan.”
It was as if he was trying it out, letting it slide from a thought into a word, as if he had not heard it or said it in a long time and was unsure that he was pronouncing it right, as if it were the name of a foreign spice in a store that has many things you have never heard of.
I looked around for somewhere to go. To get away from the voice, because I really didn’t want to hear it, but there was nowhere to go. There never is when the problem is inside your own head. “Hello, Noah.”
At the other end of the phone, I heard the detective take a breath. Suddenly, I was picturing his face, close up, the way it had looked the one night we’d spent together, months before. How could a man I had not talked to for months cause my hand—the one holding the phone—to tremble? He was just a police detective from New Orleans. Except he played exquisite jazz on the piano, cooked like a five-star chef, made love like some crazy kind of dream come true, and intuited more about me than I wanted anyone to know.
“How are you?” Noah asked.
The sound of his voice reminded me of his fingers stroking my face. Of his arms holding me. How his lips felt. I stopped the deluge of impressions and forced myself to talk. “I’m okay. Overworked.”
“If you are admitting it, even a little bit, it must be extreme.”
I laughed. Had we only known each other for a few weeks? Stop thinking, I said to myself silently. Find out what he wants, then get off the phone. “So, how can I help you, Noah?” I asked, cringing. Why when I spoke to him did I always wind up sounding like I was flirting?
I was impatient for him to state his reason for calling so I could get rid of him as fast as possible. I was instantly exhausted.
“I was wondering if you have some time to meet up with me. Either at my office, yours, or if you happen to be as hungry as I am, for dinner.”
“I meant to call you back,” I blurted out, not realizing it was a non sequitur.
“No, you didn’t,” he said.
I couldn’t argue and so I said nothing.
“Morgan?”
“Yes?”
“Where are you? Let’s grab some dinner.”
I’d stopped walking and was leaning against the red stone wall of St. James Church. The night sky had turned from electric cobalt-blue to a blue-black velvet, and I had the feeling that if Noah kept talking, I’d keep standing there until stars came out and not even notice that any time had passed.
“I’m here.” No, that didn’t make sense. “I’m on the street, actually, Seventy-first. I just left the office.” Not good, I thought. I didn’t sound like I was in control.
“So, where can you meet me? I need to talk to you. I need to ask you in what way you are involved with Timothy Wheaton’s death.”
 



Twenty-Two
Twenty minutes later the maître d’ showed me to a round table for two in the back corner of Nicola’s, an Italian restaurant that had been a staple for people who lived on the Upper East Side for the past thirty years. I’d had dinner there with my father and Krista at least once a month since I was a child. It was a noisy, friendly, unpretentious restaurant decorated with the autographed book jackets, album covers and photographs of their better-known patrons.
I’d suggested it because it was the least romantic restaurant I could think of in the minute I had on the phone.
Noah had somehow gotten there first and, equally amazing, considering the size of the crowd waiting at the bar, secured one of the few quiet tables. It occurred to me not to ask him how he’d done it—I didn’t want to appear impressed.
As I took the last steps to the table, he looked up from a stack of papers he was reading. His eyes locked on mine. And held. It was a look that went right through me the way a blast of heat does on a winter night.
The waiter pulled out my seat.
“It’s awfully nice to see you,” Noah said in that slow drawl that made each word sound much more exotic than it was. I could see that he’d ordered a bottle of red wine because a glass, already poured, was waiting for me.
“You, too.” I could hear how clipped my own voice sounded. As cold as that winter night. He either ignored it or didn’t notice.
“Have some wine.” He gestured to the glass. “Have some garlic bread.” He held out the basket. “I bet you didn’t eat today. Except for maybe a container of yogurt. Or half a bagel.”
I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing that he was right.
“How’s Dulcie doing? How’s the play?” he asked. “It must be opening soon.”
I sipped the wine. Then drank again before answering. “It’s opening in January. And she’s working hard. Too hard, as far as I’m concerned, but she loves it. They’re going to Boston in two weeks for a preview.”
“Is she as nervous about it as you are?”
I’d met him in June and seen him only a half-dozen times, most of them professionally as he tracked down a serial killer, and yet he knew exactly how I was feeling. I hated that about him.
Part of my job with my patients was to keep my emotions in check—not to let anyone guess what my reaction was to what they were saying—and I was good enough at it that not even my ex-husband, whom I’d been with for sixteen years, could figure out what was going on behind the unremarkable expressions I kept plastered on my face.
But Noah knew.
“She is scared. But excited, too. It’s an enormous role. She’s in all but two scenes. She has three solos and six more numbers that she performs with other members of the cast.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what I want to happen. If she does well I’m afraid she’s going to want to stick with it, and I hate the idea of the theater—or worse, film—eating up her childhood.” I took another sip of the wine, which was so smooth it felt like velvet in my mouth. “And I’m equally afraid that if she doesn’t do well it will hurt her terribly. She’s at such a vulnerable age. Not yet grown up, but not really a little girl anymore.”
He listened intently, reading my face, my expressions—paying attention to what I was saying and what I wasn’t. That’s what he did. He listened to me. It was how he’d seduced me, by asking me questions no one had ever asked me: about how I felt listening to patients all day long, about what it was like taking in all their pain and confusion and processing it. And for a while, I had luxuriated in his questions. Talked and talked. Frantically. Wildly. Like a butterfly that had been caught in a net for hours and then suddenly let go.
Afterward, I knew if I ever allowed myself to see him again, I wouldn’t be able to hold back anything, and that was such a disquieting, foreign feeling.
It was like getting a box of rich, dark chocolate truffles, and rather than putting them away and having one every once in a while, savoring them, I had thrown the whole box away, because I didn’t trust myself to go slowly. And I had not regretted it.
Or so I thought. Until tonight in Nicola’s.
We looked like all the other couples around us. Men and women who’d had separate days, coming together at night to go over what had happened to them and figure out how to deal with it.
Except we weren’t a couple.
He was a detective in New York’s elite Special Victims Unit who wanted information from me. I was a sex therapist who was not at liberty to discuss anything that transpired in my office.
What made the conversation even more complicated was that I didn’t even know what I had to keep silent about.
The waiter arrived and Noah ordered shrimp scampi, a side order of linguini and escarole with garlic and olive oil—all without taking his eyes off me. When my turn came, I ordered veal piccata. As soon we were alone again, Noah opened his briefcase, pulled out a fax and handed it to me without saying anything.
It was a news story. One and a half pages long. I read the headline.
Picture of Death
And then I read the subhead.
Missing New Yorker Timothy Wheaton Feared Second Victim
The byline credited Betsy Young—the reporter who had called me earlier that evening.
I looked up. “What is this?”
“It’s a story the Times is running tomorrow.”
“Why do you have it?”
“I’ll explain all that after you read it.”
Yesterday afternoon, the New York Times received a package that included three photographs of bestselling author Les Wheaton’s son, Timothy Wheaton, senior vice president at the MLM advertising agency. Wheaton, thirty-nine, was reported missing over the weekend when Linda Ravitch, his wife, said he failed to come home after a business meeting.
I reached for the wine. Took a sip. Looked up from the paper, found Noah’s eyes, then continued reading the article, which went on to explain that the police had examined the photographs and were withholding comment at the present time. Wheaton’s body, like Philip Maur’s, had not been found.
Detective Noah Jordain of New York’s SVU said that the department is investigating the case as a related incident and is currently speaking to several suspects.
“Is that true? You have suspects?” I asked, interrupting my reading.
Noah shook his head sadly. His strong jaw was set in defiance. I’d seen him look like that during the worst days of the Magdalene Murders. “We don’t have any idea what’s going on.” He motioned to the paper. The next paragraph caught me by surprise, despite my expectation that it would be there.
Dr. Morgan Snow, a sex therapist who works at the Butterfield Institute and who was instrumental in solving the recent Magdalene Murders, said that there are signals in photographs the paper has chosen not to run that these might be crimes of a sexual nature. In one, an unseen photographer shot directly between the victim’s legs. There is black-and-blue bruising on the victim’s wrists, ankles and testicles. This, said Dr. Snow, strongly suggests a sexual component to the crimes.
“Black-and-blue discoloration often indicates S & M. Restraints can heighten both the sense of control and submission in sex play,” said Snow.
I turned to the next page of the fax. There was no copy. I was staring at a grainy photograph, about three inches square, of the soles of a man’s feet. It was almost identical to the photo of Philip Maur’s feet that had previously appeared in the paper.
The difference was that instead of the number 1 on each sole, now it was the number 2.
I put the papers down. Noah reached across the table, took them and put them back in the folder that looked as if it was filled with other photographs, and even in a restaurant with hundreds of food smells wafting in the air, I identified the specific sharp scents of the chemical emulsions used in photography.
“Now can you understand why I wanted to talk to you? You’re quoted. You’ve talked to the reporter who is covering this story. Why?”
“She called me.”
“And you saw her.”
“No.”
He didn’t say anything, but his neon-blue eyes flashed at me.
“What is going on?” I asked him. “Why am I here? Because I talked to a reporter?”
He took a drink, then broke off a piece of garlic bread and chomped on it. Noah loved food, loved to eat it, to cook it, and to plan on what to have and where to have it. In the brief time I’d known him, he’d once taken the contents of my pathetically unstocked refrigerator and prepared a meal that was as good as anything I’d ever had in a restaurant.
“I’m going to tell you what we know and after that ask you a few questions. I trust you’ll answer them.” His drawl made each word sound musical, even those that were brutal, ugly or demanding.
“To the best of my ability.”
“Okay. In the past two weeks Betsy Young, the reporter you talked to, has received two unmarked packages. The first contained photos of Philip Maur’s body. The second contained photos of Timothy Wheaton’s body. In both cases, the family or friends of the victims contacted us with missing-persons reports a few days before Young received the photos. Everything we have past those missing-persons reports, we’ve gotten from Young. And that stinks.”
“Why do you think the killer is sending a reporter evidence of his crimes instead of you?”
Before he could answer, the waiter arrived with our food and Noah stopped talking until all the plates were placed on the table. I could smell the buttery garlic sauce and the scent of the sea.
Picking up his fork, he speared one of his shrimp but, before he put it in his mouth, stopped to ask, “Aren’t you going to eat? It’s hot, Morgan.” He motioned to my plate.
I’d been waiting to hear what he was going to tell me about the murders, but I picked up my knife and fork, cut a piece of the veal and put it in my mouth. It was delicious and so tender I barely needed the knife. While I chewed, I watched Noah. The way he ate reminded me suddenly of the way he’d made love to me that one time. He’d devoted himself to the experience. He’d relished it. Remembering it so vividly, I shuddered, and hoped Noah hadn’t noticed.
“Because the killer wants to make sure, without a doubt, without any possibility, that the news of these killings appears in the newspaper. What do you think?”
“I think that’s a logical conclusion,” I said, forcing myself to concentrate.
“How is your veal?”
“Delicious.”
“Good. So are the shrimp. Do you want one?” Without waiting for my answer, he speared a pink curl and held it out to me. I tried to take the fork but he didn’t let go of it: he wanted to feed me. I could have resisted but instead pulled the offering off with my teeth. The garlic and butter delighted my tastebuds.
“Morgan, what other reasons do you think, from a psychological point of view, that the kidnapper could have for sending the shots to Young?”
“He could have an attitude about the police and could be punishing you. Wanting to embarrass you.”
He nodded. “Anything else?”
“Not that comes to me this second. Can I see the photographs you have in that folder? Are all the other shots there?”
“Not all of them, no.”
“Can I see what you have?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Why?”
He didn’t answer that but instead asked, “Morgan, what do you know about Timothy Wheaton?”
“Nothing.”
“Why are you quoted in the article?”
“I told you. The reporter called me.”
“Why you? Out of every therapist in New York City, why you?”
“Because of you.”
His eyebrows arched.
“She said she called me because you were handling this case and you’d handled the Magdalene Murders and I’d been involved in them, so it made sense to her to call me on this.”
“Did you believe her?”
He was looking at me. Eyes holding mine again. More questions in them than he was asking out loud.
“I didn’t have any reason not to.”
While we ate and drank we continued speculating about why else Betsy Young might have called me and why someone would reveal his crimes to the paper instead of to the police. It occurred to me that Noah suspected Betsy Young of committing the crimes, but when I asked him about that, he danced around the question without really answering it directly.
“I don’t think a woman’s behind this.”
“Because women traditionally are not serial killers?”
“Women commit crimes of passion, sure, but cold-blooded, planned-out, multiple killings like this? No, that’s usually men’s work.”
After we were finished, we both ordered espresso. The waiter was walking away when Noah called him back and added one zabaglione to the order.
When it arrived, he made me taste it, feeding me the strawberries drenched with the thick, sweet sauce from his spoon. I tried to ignore the intimate way he once again offered me the food. And I tried not to pay attention to the way he was looking at my lips as I took the sugary concoction, or the pressure as he pulled the spoon out of my mouth.
He would have let anyone taste his dessert, I told myself. It was not an invitation. Not a suggestion of anything.
Except I knew it was. And that frightened me because Noah was stronger than I was. And his strengths made me realize my own weaknesses. I didn’t want to be reminded of them. Not by him. Or by anyone.
 



Twenty-Three
Out on the street, the wind swirling around us, pushing us toward each other, I dreaded how we were going to say good-night.
“Is Dulcie home?”
Surprised by Noah’s directness, even though I shouldn’t have been, I shook my head before I could stop myself.
“So you don’t have to go right home?”
“No, but I should. I have an early patient.”
“Too early for you to come to the station and look at the photographs that we asked the Times to withhold?”
Then his mouth moved, the corners going up, and his eyes twinkled in the light of the street lamp and he smiled. All-knowing and seductive. A laughing smile without any sound. He’d got me. And he knew it. He’d probably done it on purpose. Teased me into thinking he was asking one thing but offering something else entirely. Was he getting me back for not returning his calls last July?
Torn between wanting very much to see the photographs and being embarrassed, I took a deep breath and inhaled the crisp night air. In it, I smelled something familiar. But what?
And then I knew, it was Noah’s cologne: rosemary and mint.
Looking away from him so he couldn’t read what I was thinking or feeling, I told him yes, I’d like to see the pictures.
It could have been 10:00 a.m. instead of 10:00 p.m. at the station. We walked through the busy lobby and crowded halls, up the stairs, down the hall, around a corner and into the office Noah shared with Mark Perez.
The room was unexceptional. Institutional, well-used furniture, windows that needed to be washed, scratched-up tables, worn wood floors. But despite the drab anonymity, the room crackled with the detectives’ energy. A row of jade plants and ivy in colorful pots sat on the windowsill—green and healthy looking, though I couldn’t imagine much sun made it through those windows. There was a Mardi Gras mask hanging from the silver lamp on Jordain’s desk.
But the focus of the office was the south wall. It was covered with photographs, notes, maps and reports: a collage of images and papers, some sections enlarged so much they were just patches of color, mosaics without meaning.
But they did mean something.
Noah took my arm in an impersonal way and led me to the far right section of the wall.
“Start here.”
Two shots were side by side, each taken from an identical angle. It appeared the photographer had stood about two feet in front of the bodies. This specific point of view distorted the perspective of the corpse so the feet were larger than normal, as was the penis, but the chest and the head were diminished.
“You okay?” he asked.
I nodded but wasn’t sure; these men had not just been killed, they had been sexualized. The bruises around their wrists, necks, ankles and testicles, which Betsy Young had described to me, were vivid purple, black and blue. Shades of violence and abuse. For relief I looked at the background, which was plain gray and smooth. Not a wall. There were no bumps or cracks, no suggestion of windows, doors or ambient light. I thought that I should know where they were but I couldn’t focus.
“Where are they?” I asked Noah.
If he thought it was strange that my first question was about the walls, he didn’t say so.
“We don’t know yet, but we think that gray expanse is a studio backdrop. Many photographers have rolls of different drops in their studios, and depending on what they need, they just pull down the effect they want.”
I nodded. I knew exactly what he was talking about. When Mitch was starting out he’d worked as the assistant to a director who shot food and tabletop commercials. I’d seen backdrops like that.
“By pulling it down and all the way out he’s covered the floor, making sure to conceal any clues,” Noah continued.
“It would be far too obvious to assume the killer is a photographer, right?”
“No. Nothing is ever too obvious. But we had a professional look at the shots, and he said the exposures are somewhat amateurish and the developing is uneven. He feels that whoever took them is at ease with a camera and understands composition but isn’t someone who shoots for a living.”
I sat down in the chair opposite his desk, facing the collage, unable to stop staring at the pictures.
“That means the photographer is self-taught or someone who studied photography somewhere. After all, he’s developing the shots himself.”
“That last part fits the profile,” Noah said. “Serial killers are loners. They feel isolated, disconnected from society. Misunderstood. The killings can even be a misguided way to connect to people. Either to the victims or to the people who are going to be distraught over the deaths. They work alone, and I’m pretty sure that this guy didn’t take these shots into the corner One-Hour Photo. He’s probably got his own darkroom.”
“Can you say that’s he’s a serial killer with only two victims? Maybe there was a reason he needed to kill the two of them and now he’s finished. It might be all over.” I was still staring, riveted to the images of the pale corpses.
Noah answered me, but I didn’t hear him; I’d noticed something in one of the photographs.
 



Twenty-Four
The coffee was extremely hot, but Paul Lessor wasn’t paying attention and burned his tongue so badly he slammed the cup down. The liquid flew up in an arc and splashed down on the front page of the New York Times, just missing the article he was reading. The coffee seeped into the paper and spread. Was it an omen that the stain stopped just at the edge of the story about Timothy Wheaton?
The pain inside his mouth was intense, but Paul couldn’t be bothered with that now. He read every word and thought about all the men from the Scarlet Society who were also reading this at their desks, at their breakfast tables, on the subway, in their chauffeur-driven cars, in their taxis. They were probably shitting in their pants.
Two men. First missing. Now lifeless bodies with pathetic numbers on the soles of their feet. Number 1. And now number 2.
For the first time in his life, Paul Lessor understood the expression “rubbing your hands together with glee.” This was the best feeling he’d had in a long time. This was revenge. This was comeuppance. Ha. If he couldn’t come anymore, at least he could get gratification thinking about how this was screwing with the head of every man who ever visited the society and every man who had ever looked at him with pity.
So what if he couldn’t get it up? They wouldn’t be able to get it up anymore, either. Thorazine wasn’t the only thing that made you impotent. Fear did it, too. Every one of those men must be choking on their croissants, spilling their orange juice, breaking out in a sweat, feeling a cramp in their stomachs or a loosening of their bowels. They were questioning their little hobby, now weren’t they? Wondering what they could do differently from Philip and Timothy so they could go back to the society but escape the fate of these two. Except even if they braved it, overcame their fright, how good would the sex be now, really?
Under his robe, Paul put his hand around his penis. Squeezing, rubbing, hoping that the elation he was feeling at seeing the article and thinking about the other men suffering would translate into another kind of elation.
If he could be this happy, wouldn’t he be able to get hard?
Nothing was happening.
He tried harder. His mind focused on the image of a woman demanding he undress for her. Of a woman pushing her breasts into his hands and telling him how to touch her. Of a woman standing over him and shoving her pussy into his face.
His flaccid dick betrayed him, and as if it were burning his fingers the way the coffee had scorched the inside of his mouth, he jerked his hand away.
Think about something else, anything else.
He looked down at the newspaper and started to read the article again, savoring the picture of the man’s feet. And the number 2. Envisioning another photograph of another man’s feet with the number 3 on them. And then another with the number 4 on them …
There was no telling how many would meet their fate this way.
He smiled, knowing even if he couldn’t get every kind of pleasure, at least this pleasure was not being denied him.
Picking up the cup of coffee, he drank from it. Bitter, black and lukewarm. It didn’t matter, the only thing he tasted was the sweetness of revenge.
 



Twenty-Five
Nina and I were walking up Fifth Avenue on the west side of the street, where there are still cobblestones and if you wear high heels they can get trapped in the cracks. We took walks often during lunch, most of the time without a destination, just a direction. The object wasn’t where we would wind up, but the excursion itself.
“I saw the article in the Times this morning about Timothy Wheaton, with your quote in it,” she said.
“I think he might have also been involved with the Scarlet Society.”
“Why do you think so? Have you met with the group again?”
“Not until Monday. But there are marks on his body that are exactly the same as those on Philip Maur’s. Marks that aren’t mentioned in either article.”
“Did the reporter tell you about them? Why would she?” Nina asked, confused.
“No. The reporter didn’t say anything.”
“Who did? Who told you about the marks?”
Damn, I never should have said anything. Now I would have to explain to Nina that I’d seen Noah the night before, and she didn’t have any faith in the police.
In 1996, when her husband Sam was Butterfield’s director, the NYPD suspected the institute was a front for an illegal prostitution ring. They had placed a detective inside who posed as a sex therapist and who found enough evidence to put Sam in prison. The case was under appeal when Sam died of a heart attack.
Rather than blame Sam, who had indeed been guilty as charged, Nina used the NYPD as her scapegoat, insisting that their undercover sting had been too much of a shock for him and that if they had been aboveboard he wouldn’t have died.
I’d experienced Nina’s irrational anger at the police for the first time when I’d gotten involved with the Magdalene Murders and met Noah. Now I braced myself for another explosion of it.
“Noah Jordain called me. He told me about the photos.”
“Oh?” She didn’t look at me, but I could sense the barely perceptible cooling of her tone.
“He saw this morning’s article yesterday before it went to press, read my quote and called to find out what my involvement was and why the reporter had interviewed me, out of all the therapists in the city.”
“What did you tell him?”
“There was nothing to tell him. I don’t know why the reporter called me.”
We’d reached the Metropolitan Museum on Eighty-first and Fifth. There were always food carts on the street and it was our lunchtime habit to stop and indulge in a New York City delicacy: Sabrett hot dogs with sauerkraut and mustard, enveloped in warm buns.
We got our food, sat on the wide stone steps leading up to the museum, ate and talked about a therapist we both knew who wanted to come to work at the institute. I was glad Nina had dropped any discussion of Noah.
Except she hadn’t. We stood up, and as we brushed the crumbs off our clothes, she asked, “You didn’t say anything to imply to Detective Jordain that Philip Maur belonged to any kind of group, did you?”
“How can you ask me that?”
“The rules get murky sometimes.”
“Not for me. And you know it.”
“No. Not for you. Not yet. But sweetie, you’re human. You went through a traumatic experience last June and Noah Jordain came to your rescue and you might—”
“He didn’t. I was not in any danger by the time Jordain showed up.”
“Okay.” She didn’t sound convinced.
“None of that has anything to do with anything, Nina. This is one of those times when you are getting mixed up, not sure if you should be my boss or play mother. You are confusing your roles. What are you really worried about? Me? The institute? Our clients?”
We walked to the bottom of the steps and headed back down Fifth. Neither of us said anything.
“You’re right,” Nina finally offered.
I smiled at her.
“It would just be easier if you didn’t see the detective again. It’s a loaded situation. It’s too tempting.”
“He’s not married, you know.”
She laughed. “I didn’t mean that kind of temptation. But it’s interesting to note where your mind went.”
I didn’t think it was funny at all. “Don’t shrink me, Nina. Just tell me what you want to tell me.”
“Okay. Fair enough. What I meant was that if you get involved with the detective, then when it comes to telling him something that might make his job easier, even if it means compromising your own professional ethics, you will feel tempted to do the wrong thing to help someone that you care about.”
“Haven’t I proved myself?”
“None of us is made of steel. We don’t face every situation the same way. What happened last summer was one thing. What happens next time will be something else.”
“Well, you don’t have to worry about it. I’m not getting involved with him.”
“Okay. So this is settled?”
“Yes,” I said. And at that moment I was sure that it was. Nina was right. She had to be.
 



Twenty-Six
I don’t make house calls except in very unusual circumstances. Since Nicky’s estranged wife was suffering a severe case of agoraphobia, I’d made an exception and had agreed to see them at her house in Greenwich, Connecticut.
Nicky said his wife, a painter, normally spent long periods of time alone and so he hadn’t noticed the phobia creeping up on her, neither did he know what had triggered it. But since he’d moved out to an apartment in the city, he didn’t believe she had left the house. Forty minutes away from Manhattan, she’d imprisoned herself on a twenty-acre estate that had been in her family for three generations.
Once a week, my colleague Simon and I drove to an upstate New York prison to work with incarcerated prostitutes. Usually he drove us, but if I was going to help Nicky and his wife, the best time to do it was on Thursday after my stint at the prison. So I’d rented a car, done my work with Simon, and then driven to Fairfield County.
A black mailbox identified number 26 Pondview Avenue. As per Nicky’s instructions, I made a right and drove for five minutes on a road that had been cut through a forest. Tall weeping pine trees on both sides cast a dark blue-green shadow that blocked the sun and created a sudden evening, although it was only midafternoon.
After twisting and turning for a few hundred yards, the road ended in a clearing. The house was directly ahead of me, and in every direction there were fields and more forest.
I pulled into a parking area where two other cars were parked. The silver Mercedes SUV didn’t have a speck of dirt or dust on it, but the celery-green Jag looked in need of a good wash.
Getting out, I stretched my legs and looked around. The grounds were meticulously cared for and picturesque. In the distance was a pond and beyond that were rolling hills as far as I could see.
The scene dictated quiet, but there was work being done somewhere on the property, and the drone of a mechanical monster was out of place and annoying. If birds were chirping, as I was sure they were, I couldn’t hear them, and the bucolic view was marred by the sound. The air was filled with the perfume of the pungent pine trees and scents of fall. Somewhere close by, wood was burning in a fireplace.
Living in a very crowded city for my entire life, the idea of so much space and such solitude seemed both an enviable luxury and a frightening prospect.
The uneven stone path to the front door was edged on both sides with an English cottage garden. I noticed how many of the plantings were popular with butterflies: bee balm, violets, English lavender, passionflower, columbine, asters and buddleia bushes. Except for the purple, white, and lavender buddleias, the flowers were all past bloom. I had some of them growing in the planters on my own small balcony. It had been a warm fall and there were likely still some butterflies that came to feed in this garden, but I didn’t see any as I walked by.
I rang the bell and heard a long chime sound inside. Footsteps followed and then Nicky opened the door. He was wearing a pale blue shirt, black cashmere V-neck sweater and pressed jeans. He smiled warmly, shook my hand and told me how grateful he was that I’d agreed to come all the way out there.
“Daphne is inside,” he said as he led the way through a main hall, the living room and out onto a patio that had been enclosed as a sunroom. Majolica cachepots graced the end tables. The couch and chairs were oversized, deep-cushioned and covered with a cabbage-rose chintz. The walls were pale, pale blue with white trim. The tile floors were partially covered with almost threadbare, but exquisite, Oriental carpets. Everything bespoke old money. And a lot of it.
As I entered, Daphne stood and extended her hand.
I knew better than to think that something like agoraphobia would show on someone’s face, but I didn’t expect the woman who greeted me.
She was blond, long and lean, and offered a strong, firm handshake. An elegant neck supported a heart-shaped face that was well tanned. From the Cartier watch to the tweed slacks, leather boots, lemon-yellow sweater set and the string of lustrous pearls, everything fit the image of a Junior Leaguer.
I looked into her eyes as I introduced myself. They were a pale green-gray color, intelligent but stormy and defiant. Not the eyes of a woman afraid of going out of the house. Or afraid of anything else, I thought.
And then she gave me a soft smile that defused her hardness. “It’s so nice to meet you, Dr. Snow. Nicky’s told me a lot about you. He’s very enthusiastic about this process. Would you like some tea or some coffee? Something cold?” Her voice matched her prettiness, not the defiant eyes, and sounded like honey and silk.
“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”
She motioned for me to sit, and as I did, she did, too. “I really appreciate that you would come out here to work with us. It won’t be for long, though. I’m working on the agoraphobia with my own therapist and we both feel I’m getting close to a breakthrough.”
The chair was too big for me; I felt lost in it and missed my own office. The estranged couple sat on the couch facing me. It was a good sign that they had chosen to sit together.
“Who are you working with?” I asked, in case I needed to consult with her therapist at some point.
She hesitated. Was she apprehensive about telling me for some reason? A breeze blew in from an open window. It carried Daphne’s fragrance toward me. Lilies of the valley. Fitting. But the perfume wasn’t the only thing I smelled; suddenly, there was something else in the air, too. Clean, sharp and astringent. But I couldn’t place it.
“His name is William Klein. Here in Greenwich. I’ve gone to him on and off since I was a teenager.”
I wanted to ask her why she’d gone to a therapist when she was a teenager, but it was too soon. I filed the fact away. “How long have you and Nicky known each other?”
She looked over at him before she answered. I couldn’t see her face and so couldn’t read her expression. I asked a few more questions that didn’t matter very much except to get the session started and establish a rapport.
“Do you want to work out your problems with Nicky?”
Her answer was quick, and extremely vehement. “Yes. More than anything I have ever wanted. I’ll do anything to make our marriage work.”
“Well, not anything,” Nicky countered.
“Anything that I’m capable of doing.”
“Daphne, can you tell me about the problem the two of you are having?”
“Didn’t Nicky tell you?”
“Yes, but that was his version. I’d like to hear yours. And then I’d like you to tell me what you think the problem is, Nicky.”
“We already went through that at your office,” Nicky said impatiently.
“Yes, but I want each of you to hear what the other thinks.”
“The only thing standing in the way of our having a good relationship is Nicky’s fucking inability to leave the Scarlet Society.”
Her use of that one word seemed out of place in this genteel house. Was she being rebellious or angry?
“He’s told me three or four times that he’s quit, but he can’t stay away. I’m willing to accept that he has an addiction and work with him on it, but I can’t just shrug my shoulders and let him go there two or three nights a week, play the pussy pansy and look the other way.”
If she wanted a reaction to that expression, I wasn’t going to accommodate her. “Do you think shrugging your shoulders is a solution?”
“It’s Nicky’s solution. He wants to be married to me and have a family with me, and on the side get naked and be treated like a—”
“Let’s focus on you and what you want,” I said. “We’ll let Nicky speak for himself when it’s his turn.”
In her lap, Daphne fussed, clasping and unclasping her hands. Her nails were short, unpolished, not manicured. The skin was rough and red. Seeing me look, she smiled and held up her hands to make it easier for me to see. “Painter’s hands. The turp does damage.”
That must have been what I’d smelled.
“I’d like to see your work.”
“Are you an art lover?” she asked.
“I am, albeit an uneducated one.” That was true, but it wasn’t why I wanted to see her paintings. I was curious about what they would reveal about her.
“That’s the best kind. Someone who just looks at the work and decides if she likes it or not based on how it touches her, not based on what some asshole professor or critic tells her to think.”
Hostility now. I was curious to pursue that line, but couldn’t afford to go that far afield from Daphne and Nicky’s relationship in the first session. I turned to him. “Nicky, would you tell me if you agree with Daphne’s assessment of what’s going on between the two of you?”
He nodded. “I can’t give up what she wants me to.”
“Do you want to?”
“I can’t.”
“Are you willing to try?”
“I have.”
“Are you willing to try again?”
Before he could answer, Daphne did. “No—he’s not. He thinks it’s up to me to change. He thinks that since I was once part of that vile club, I should be understanding. But I want my husband to be faithful.”
“I am faithful, Daphne. What goes on there is not about love or even affection.”
“What is it about?” I asked him.
“Sex.”
“Sex isn’t about love?”
“It can be. But it can also just be sex. It’s a physical activity. Like playing tennis, or going swimming.”
Daphne let out a long peal of laughter that surprised me with its nasty edge. “He is so full of shit. I know what he wants and—”
“Time out,” I interrupted. “I don’t want either of you to assume what the other wants. Just answer for yourself. Daphne, tell me about the Scarlet Society. How long ago did you join?”
“Years ago. A friend of mine was a member and she told me about it.”
“How often did you go?”
“About once or twice a month. Usually with her.”
“What did you enjoy about it?”
“I don’t see why this shit is important to—”
“Because it has to do with your marriage. The society is what you say is getting in the way of you and Nicky having a good marriage. I need to find out more about that.”
She thought for a minute, and in the quiet of the room I heard the steady drone of machinery along with the beat of a hammer, hitting its mark every five to ten seconds.
“What did you ask me?”
Was she buying time or had she really forgotten what I’d asked?
“I asked you what you enjoyed about being a member of the Scarlet Society.”
“It was like painting in another artist’s hand. I do very realistic paintings. It was as if suddenly I could paint like an abstract expressionist. I wasn’t myself there. Or at least not the self I’d always known.”
“How did that make you feel?”
“It was exciting … also confusing. For the first time in my life, I was in an environment where no one knew who I was, who my parents were, what kind of life I had. We don’t talk about ourselves. You know that, right?”
I nodded.
“There was a real sense of freedom. Until then, I’d only known a world where there are right ways of behaving. And wrong ways. Everything about the Scarlet Society was the wrong way of behaving. It was the best damn thing that ever happened to my art.”
I hadn’t expected that. “What do you mean—the best thing that happened to your art?”
“My father was a Supreme Court judge. My mother was a member of the Junior League and the DAR. I am one of three sisters. By the time I was twenty-five, they were both married with kids. And they’re younger than me. My painting was an indulgence that my parents thought I’d outgrow. It was fine that I studied art—as long as I did it at Radcliffe. It was all right that I painted as long as my studio was in the apartment they’d bought for me on Park Avenue. The society was something that would have freaked them out. They would never have approved.”
“And you only did what they approved of?”
“It never occurred to me to cross them. You just didn’t do that.”
“When you were very young, how did they handle it when you did something that angered them?”
Her answer came fast, delivered in a low voice that was almost a whisper. “They stopped talking to you. Completely. Depending on your crime, for hours or for days. You were treated like you were invisible. Until you apologized. Until you repented.”
“Did you feel guilty about what went on at the society?”
“No. I wasn’t me there. I didn’t even use my real first name. It was totally separate from the rest of my life.”
“Some people might find that difficult. To balance two such different lives.”
“Really?”
There was something very naive about that question, which alerted me to watch out for other instances of an ability to distance herself from reality.
“For some people it might be.”
“Well, it wasn’t for me. And it was good for my art. That was the best part.” She clasped her hands tightly together.
“How so?”
She smiled and her face was transformed from a serious, troubled visage to a child’s face, full of wonder. “It would be easier to show you.” She stood.
I wasn’t sure we should interrupt the session at that point, but her enthusiasm was important.
“Is that okay with you?” I asked Nicky.
“Hell, yes, it’s fine. I told you I wanted you to see Daphne’s work.”
I followed Daphne as she led me around the sunroom, showing me four still lifes of flowers and fruit that she said she had done in her early twenties. They were bright and bold and very well done. A combination of Matisse’s colors and Cézanne’s blocking but without either’s originality or verve. So unremarkable that I hadn’t even noticed them while we were sitting and talking.
“This was the kind of work I was doing after college. Competent. Uninspired. I couldn’t get the attention of any serious downtown gallery. A safe, old-fashioned Madison Avenue gallery took me on.” She laughed. “But that turned out to be because my parents had guaranteed the sales for each of my shows.”
“When did you find that out?”
“A few years ago. My mother died and I inherited this house. All of the paintings that I thought had sold to clients from all of my shows were still in their shipping crates in one of the rooms in the basement.”
“How did that make you feel?”
“It was such a kind thing for them to do. I felt grateful.”
“No anger?”
“I suppose it might have made me angry if I hadn’t broken out by the time I found them. I don’t need any help selling my work now. There’s a waiting list for my paintings.”
There was a tone in her voice—this wasn’t self-confidence; it was bragging. Was this her usual way of talking about her work, or was it for my benefit?
“Take a last look around, Dr. Snow.” She waited a few seconds. “Now, let me show you how I evolved as an artist.”
Daphne led the way out of the room. We walked back through the living room and foyer. In front of us was a large and curving grand staircase. Daphne walked toward and around it.
Behind the stairs was a hallway with a glass-paned ceiling. We walked through a breezeway into a large artist’s studio in what seemed to be a separate building.
The walls were painted a stark white. Large skylights flooded the room with natural light. Here, the smells of turpentine and oil paints, which I had only been slightly aware of in the sunroom, were more intense.
In the middle of the room was an easel. The painting on it was facing away from us. Daphne sauntered over to it and turned the easel around.
The canvas was more than four feet wide and at least as tall. The colors were deep and luminous. The paint was thick and heavy. I was looking into a cavelike room. The light source was beyond the edge of the canvas but it lit up the painting, warming the skin tones of the naked man who lounged on a velvet couch, sporting an erection. Strangely, he had been feminized in a way that suggested submission rather than homosexuality. It was subtly done—I certainly didn’t know how she’d done it.
I forced myself to look away from the erotic painting and back to its creator. She was smiling, her eyes shone and her lips were parted. The pleasure she experienced watching me encounter her work was palpable and sexual.
I looked back at the painting.
That the woman standing next to me, of the pearl and the horse-country set, had created the painting would have been hard to believe if not for that edge to her words and the glare in her eyes. She was a fine painter, but what gripped me and kept me staring at the painting was its very real sexuality—as provocative as the video of the society that I’d watched ten days earlier.
You see an expression on a man’s face like the one Daphne had captured only in the privacy of your own bedroom. You try to memorize it because you know it isn’t one you will see often. Many people never get to see anything exactly like it, ever.
That she had painted it said much about Daphne. It was past voyeurism to paint this portrait of this man. It was almost sacrilege to portray the inner depth to his want.
Actors making love in movies do a good job of expressing passion, and if you get caught up in the story on the screen you don’t notice the subtle false notes. They aren’t important.
But the expression that Daphne had caught in this man’s face wasn’t an act. He was gazing at a woman with such desire that it pained him, and he was willing to do anything he had to do—no matter how much it demeaned him—in order to get what he wanted. And he wanted it right then, urgently, and for a whole host of reasons both right and wrong.
“It’s amazing, isn’t it?”
This not from Nicky, but from the artist herself. It surprised me, too. It was not arrogance. Not bragging this time, either. She had separated and become a spectator looking at a stranger’s work.
I answered carefully but honestly, watching her reaction. “Yes, it is very powerful.”
“Before I joined the society I’d never understood much about sex. It was dark and removed and secretive. I learned about need and perversion and fantasy, and even though the sex stayed secretive, I was able to at least understand it. I tried out so many ways of expressing myself sexually, and that impacted me. It fed my work and made me creative in a way I’d never been. It became part of me. Or I became part of it.”
“And you still needed to keep going there?”
“To see this kind of look on the men’s faces. Over and over.”
I wanted to know where she was still seeing this kind of look if she had stopped going to the society a year ago. Who was she painting now? Who posed for her this way? But it was not the right time to ask that yet.
I turned to Nicky to gauge his reaction to what his wife had said. He was looking at Daphne with the same naked expression as the man in the painting. Obviously, he was very attracted to his wife. Either because she was no longer available to him, or because she was talking about her sex life before she married him, or just—and this was not only the simplest but also the least possible of reasons as far as I was concerned—because he was in love with Daphne, in awe of her talents and wanted to be with her.
 



Twenty-Seven
On the drive back to the city, I replayed the mental tape I’d made of the session, knowing that there were more questions raised than answered. And there were several things disturbing me. Most important of them all, I wasn’t certain that Daphne was telling me or her husband the truth about the agoraphobia.
I returned the rental car to the garage and got home by four-thirty. I had to be downtown at the rehearsal studio at seven for a meeting for all the parents and young actors, but I had some time. In the kitchen, I made coffee in the French press—this being one of the very few food preparations that I did not mess up—and took a mug into the den.
The tape that Shelby Rush had given me was on the bookshelves, behind a row of psychiatric textbooks that I knew Dulcie would never look at. I pulled it out, slipped it into the machine, hit the play button, then the mute button, and sat in my comfortable east-side apartment watching a few dozen women act like predators.
I found what I was looking for within minutes.
Daphne was on the tape. I hadn’t known who she was when I’d first watched the video, but she’d looked familiar to me when I walked into the sunroom. Here she was at the gala, in a teal-blue gown, with a sequined blue mask covering her eyes. But the hair was not hidden. The long lean body and the heart-shaped face and the stunning neck weren’t disguised.
She stood in front of a line of tuxedo-clad men, appraising them and finally making her choice. Putting one hand on a tall black man’s shoulder, she nodded to him, turned imperiously without looking back to make sure he was following her, and walked off screen.
The tape played on as I sat and sipped my coffee, mesmerized by the sex play.
Even though I could list every perversion and fetish, had heard men and women sit in my office and admit the most intimate details of their sex lives, had instructed sex surrogates on how to do their jobs, had studied hard- and soft-core pornography, I had never seen real people play these kinds of sex games.
I didn’t relate to the women’s aggression, but I was affected by the men, by their willingness to perform, by their lack of self-consciousness at being treated in this way, by the striptease from tuxedo to underwear to full nudity in front of such a big audience, for no other reason than that they knew it was what the women were demanding of them and they wanted to please their audience. That their pleasing aroused them aroused me.
I had never ordered my husband to strip for me or walk around a room naked or get down on his knees in front of me. I had never demanded anything of him sexually. We had made love without any role-playing and our sex life had been satisfying without being obsessive, mysterious or spiritual. I’d never minded. Firsthand, I’d seen that kind of passion break and cripple people, destroy relationships.
The more I learned about sexuality in graduate school, and in therapy after that, the more I realized that my own sex drive was average and that my fantasy life was not very fertile. But we don’t try to solve things that we don’t perceive as problems. Since I was never sexually frustrated, I never thought about being bored with Mitch. I didn’t focus on my own libido.
I’m not proud to admit this, but I worked with so many patients who were disturbed by some aspect of their own sexuality that, if anything, I was pleased that mine was low on the list of issues I focused on. I even felt slightly superior about it.
I know now that I was wrong, but for so many, many years, I really believed that if I did not care too much about sex, I’d never be disappointed by it.
That lasted until Mitch and I separated.
In the months after that, I realized how little effort either of us had made to explore each other. For two people who were so creative with their own careers, we were dull to the point of being destructive with our relationship.
I didn’t know why. It was something I had yet to figure out. When I had the time. When I wanted to deal with it. When I wanted to rehash the past to see what I could learn that might help me in the future.
That time hadn’t come yet.
The screen had gone to black and I was about to hit the stop button when a new scene came up on the monitor. I hadn’t watched past this point the first time I’d viewed the tape. I hadn’t known there was any more.
I turned up the sound and watched a room lined with books fade in. There were six rows of chairs filled with women whose backs were to the camera. A makeshift stage stood at one end of the room. There, Shelby Rush stood behind a podium.
“And now we have number 3—Tim,” she said.
From camera left a man walked onto the stage. He was shirtless and shoeless, wearing only a pair of faded jeans. His shoulders were broad and his chest was buff. He stood, humbly, his palms face out.
“Tim, would you take off your jeans?” Shelby asked.
As if he fully expected the request, he complied without any sense of embarrassment, and within seconds was stripped down to his underwear.
“Would you please make yourself hard?”
Without any trepidation, Tim obeyed. Reaching down, he rubbed his crotch through the cotton briefs. Watching the audience watching him, he smiled slightly as his hand kept up its steady motion.
It took less than thirty seconds for the bulge to appear and the underwear to tent out.
“And now, show us.”
Tim stepped out of his underwear.
His body was beautiful. Strong and sculpted.
“Does anyone want to test Tim before I start the bidding?”
“I would” came a voice from the audience. A short redhead stood up.
In a culture where so many men, and now women, relied on an array of prescription drugs to replenish desire that had disappeared, been destroyed, or was pushed down so deep they were afraid to find out what was inhibiting it, the raw and real appetites of these women was mesmerizing.
What was different about them that allowed for a suspension of social mores? Wanting to be part of a couple regardless of how unfulfilling it may be, so many women I’ve worked with have chosen a life of compromises over the alternative. They deny, even in the privacy of their minds, their most creative fantasies, choosing instead to borrow from the sex scenes they read in soft-focus fiction. They are afraid to search the twisting tunnels of their own ids to discover what would be arousing—be it talking out loud, role playing or pursuing pain.
And yet this group had overcome all inhibition to indulge in their cravings. To create a solution despite how unconventional it was. Was what they craved unusual? Yes. Was it dysfunctional? It might be for some of them and not for others. Judging them wouldn’t help me to understand how they could be in touch with the darkest and most private parts of their sexual selves. But I could wonder at it. Especially here, in my own home, watching them act out their fantasies for one another to see.
On the monitor, the naked man walked off the stage and toward the woman, whose back was still to the camera. The camera pushed past her pale gray gown, angled down and zoomed in for a close-up of her manicured fingers reaching out and testing the heft of Tim’s testicles. Then she wrapped her hand around his cock, holding it as if it was a leash, and led him out past the all-female audience.
The video cut to a darkened bedroom. Tim’s bare back filled the frame and the woman’s now-naked legs were visible on either side of his body. Her toenails were painted a deep blood red.
“Don’t go fast,” her disembodied voice demanded. “Take your time.” Her fingers clutched at his back, pressing into his flesh, leaving deep, moon-shaped marks.
Soft, ambient light gleamed off his back as he moved in a slow-motion dance.
“You understand this is not for your pleasure. I don’t want you to have any release. Not now. Not at all. Do you think that you can hold back?” Her words weren’t just instructions; she was excited hearing herself speak. “Can you stay hard for me? For as long as I need it?”
“Yes.” His voice was thick and low. Obedient. Without any trace of theatrics. He seemed sincerely respectful.
The only sound for the next few seconds was the stinging noise of his skin slapping against hers.
“Tell me how you can hold off. Doesn’t it feel good?” She whispered so softly I had to lean forward to hear. I could see the sweat on his shoulder blades now, and the way his buttocks flexed, relaxed, and then tensed again.
“It does. It feels too good. But I want to please you.”
“Why?”
“Because I want my reward.”
“The longer you can wait, the more you can give me without giving anything to yourself, the more I’ll reward you. Is that what you want?”
“Yes,” he answered. “Please.”
“Won’t it make you crazy when I start to buck under you? When I start to come? And you can’t?”
“Yes, it will.”
“But you’ll be able to hold off?”
“Yes.”
I sucked in my breath.
“How will you hold yourself back from coming, from spewing out, from shooting into me?” She was lost in her own sex play, speaking now not for him at all, but to heighten her own delight.
“Because it’s what you want me to do.”
As her breath came faster, she made small sounds of delight. His breaths were shallow. The muscles in his back were tensed and delineated. The effort was obviously painful.
Meanwhile, the camera held, motionless.
The man moved in rhythm to the woman’s moans and sighed softly. She shouted out, “No. No. Do you hear me?”
I held my breath.
“Yes,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”
“Are you sure you can do this?” Her voice sounded urgent.
“Yes.”
A long, slow arc of sound escaped from her and, before it was over, the scene changed and we were back in the library. Tim was on the stage again. Still erect. With his head bowed.
“Now that Tim has passed his first test, let’s get the bidding started.”
I was in an erotic fog, but before I could understand why, I was overwhelmed by a wave of sadness. There was no one I could expend my energy on. No one I could even confess to about how watching a group of women assess a man and test his prowess had gripped me with a want completely unfamiliar to me.
No. That wasn’t why I was melancholy.
There was someone. Even though I’d been with him only once, I was certain—even in that very hazy moment—that Noah Jordain would have understood what I was experiencing. That if it were possible for me to tell him about the video and my reaction to it, he would give me his slow smile that looked the way his voice sounded, take his hand, put it on the side of my face, look right at me, and tell me that he’d play a game with me if that was what I wanted. Any game I wanted to try. That yes, he’d even be happy to stand in front of me naked and do my bidding.
Like a burst of unwanted morning light when you are craving more sleep and darkness, I saw Noah, not in my daydream, but standing in front of that wall of hideous pictures at the station house. All the feelings stirring and swirling through my body and brain were wiped out with one sudden realization.
The man I’d just been watching on the tape, who had stripped down, made himself hard, preformed on command, and then allowed himself to be auctioned off, was the second victim of the killer Noah was hunting.
Tim. Of course. Timothy. Timothy Wheaton. Healthy, bronzed and almost unrecognizable as the gray corpse in the photos at the police station.
With a shaking hand, I pressed the rewind button on the remote, listened to the whir of the tape spinning backward, hit Stop, and then Play. I’d overshot the section so fast-forwarded, all the while watching the sensual footage running by too quickly like bad slapstick.
Finally, I found the section I was searching for.
Tim, standing bare-chested in his jeans, posing for the hungry women.
Tim taking off his pants, and after that his underwear.
Tim showing off his erection, leaving the room with the unidentified woman.
I shut my eyes to recall, as clearly as I could, the photographs on Jordain’s wall. I pictured the face of the man in the shots the newspaper had not run. He was pale, naked and without any life in him, but he was absolutely the same man who was on the tape.
It had been terrifying that one man who had been connected to the Scarlet Society had been killed.
But two men?
That could not be a coincidence.
Two men had to be a pattern.
 



Twenty-Eight
It was still light when I left the apartment and headed downtown for the parents’ meeting at the rehearsal studio. As I walked from Madison to Lexington to get on the subway, I watched the sky deepen. The twilight was thick and colorless that night and the skyscrapers blended into the gray of the evening, their tips disappearing in the cloud cover and ensuing darkness. The autumnal gold and red leaves were like bursts of fire against the dusky evening.
On the ride, I obsessed over the video, but as I walked into the lobby I forced myself to let go of Dr. Snow’s problems and just be Dulcie’s mom.
Young stars and parents alike sat on metal chairs in the makeshift auditorium, sipping soda, bad coffee, or even worse wine, listening to the director talk about the upcoming out-of-town preview. He handed out schedules that included the name of the hotel the theater company had commandeered for the weekend, the directions, the times of the performances and other pertinent travel arrangements. Then he talked about the kind of stress the kids were all facing and what we could do to help our children as they approached this momentous performance.
Dulcie sat between my ex-husband and me and shifted in her seat, unable to find a position to hold for more than a minute or two. Her glance never left the director’s face, and several times I noticed she was chewing the inside of her cheek, something I hadn’t seen her do in years. Her nervousness was escalating.
Afterward, the three of us had dinner at the Time Out café, an easygoing but trendy restaurant two blocks from the rehearsal studio. She had a soda; Mitch and I both had wine. It was much better than what had been offered at the meeting.
We got along well, this man whom I’d been married to for almost half my life, and I. After all, we had a common goal—to be the best parents we could be to our daughter. Dissolving a union is never easy, but our experience was sad as opposed to brutal, and neither of us felt animosity toward the other. We’d managed to stay friends through the proceedings, which I credit entirely to Mitch. He was generous and thoughtful.
If I am going to be truthful, I will say that part of my reason for being so reasonable was because Mitch and Dulcie have a very special relationship. They are more alike than she and I are. They share the same love of theater and film, of books and of physical activities such as skiing and mountain climbing. They have the same tall, lanky frame, the same near-sightedness, and the same taste in food, preferring their meals less spicy than I do.
I have, at times, been jealous of the bond they share, forgetting that Dulcie and I are also close. But having lost my mother so young, I worked too hard at connecting to my daughter and sometimes, in a moment of clarity, knew it did more to push us apart than bring us together.
We were on dessert. Well, Mitch and Dulcie were, each of them working on a slice of cheesecake. I was making do with an espresso. I’d been watching Dulcie all night, waiting to see the nerves relax even a little. But they hadn’t. Something was up.
“You okay?” I asked my daughter.
She nodded and then looked at Mitch.
I knew that look. I’d been seeing it for years. My daughter’s way of working out her problems never changed: she went to Mitch first and after that the two of them brought the dilemma to me.
When I’d talked it over with Nina years ago, she’d told me that it wasn’t unusual for the child of a therapist to be wary of that parent’s insight. That bringing in the nonpsychologist parent first gave the child a ballast and a buffer. Nina had helped me to accept the alliance, but that didn’t mean it made me happy.
“Morgan, it’s about the trip to Boston,” Mitch said, translating Dulcie’s look.
“Okay. Spill,” I said to her, trying for a lighthearted tone, hoping I could signal that I would just listen first and not react. But inside I was instantly worried. Instantly afraid. Some of this was my own projection about what she was going through, but more of it was coming from Dulcie.
Since she was a tiny baby, I had always picked up on her pain, both physical and emotional. Often, I’d be doing something miles away from her and get a sudden pain in my throat, or stomach, or hand, only to find out when I arrived home that she’d gotten sick or cut herself.
Other times, I’d felt a pang of homesickness or fear and found out that while she was on her sleepover or at camp she’d missed us and wanted to come back, or that in school some other kid had been mean to her.
Earlier that night, I’d felt nervous. I’d written off the feeling as what I’d assumed was her normal stage fright.
“I’d like Daddy to come with me to Boston.”
I felt relieved. “Of course he can come, honey. We’re both coming. You don’t even have to ask. Does she, Mitch?”
My ex-husband returned my gaze, warning me with his expression that I wasn’t hearing what Dulcie was saying.
“That’s not it, is it?” I asked her.
She was holding her lips pressed together, not wanting to explain, leaving it to me to do the work for her. It was easy enough. “You want me to stay home?”
She nodded and rushed into an explanation. “It’s not that I don’t want you to come. I just don’t want you to see the mistakes. I want to get all that out of the way first. I don’t want you to see the play till we open in New York.
Till it’s right. Till it’s perfect.”
I nodded. Something that had been bothering me was suddenly making sense. “Hon, is that why you usually tell me to pick you up at one time, only for me to get there and realize I’m about ten or fifteen minutes later than the other parents? You don’t want me to see the rehearsals?”
She bit her bottom lip. “I just want you to see the play. On opening night. All perfect.”
There was something else she wasn’t saying, but I knew from the way her blue eyes had clouded over that she wasn’t going to tell me any more than that. She had inherited some of Mitch’s negative traits, too. That stubborn shutting down being one of them.
I picked up my glass of wine and took a long sip and tried to separate my hurt from a real clinical assessment of what my daughter was doing and why. But all I could think was what had I done to my daughter to make her think that I wanted—or needed—her to be perfect?
Putting my hand on hers, I leaned toward her. “Sweetheart, I don’t need your performances to be perfect. I’m not judging you.”
Tears came too quickly. “If I can’t do it right, you won’t let me keep doing it.”
“What makes you think that?”
No words now, just a shaky shrug of her shoulders,
“I love you, Dulcie, whether you get up there and belt out the songs like Judy Garland or flub your lines, or sing off-key. As for you continuing with acting, that’s a family decision. One that we’ll all make together when the run of this play is over. We’ll look at your schoolwork and what kind of stress you’re feeling and we’ll decide together.”
She nodded, but I didn’t know if I’d convinced her. Later, when I was alone, I’d deal with everything I was thinking. Right now all that mattered was saying something that would alleviate my daughter’s distress.
“I promise I am not going to stop you from pursuing this if it’s what you really want. You believe that, don’t you?”
She nodded.
“What about Boston?” she said with a slight catch in her voice. “Can Dad go with me? Can you wait to see me till it’s the final show?”
“If it matters to you that much …” I let the rest of the sentence drift off.
“It does. The rehearsals always go bad. Lots of the other kids have convinced their parents not to come watch.”
I glanced at Mitch. There were no answers in his eyes.
 



Twenty-Nine
I waited until after we got home. And then I waited until after Dulcie had done her homework. I waited until after we sat and watched an episode of Seinfeld together, both of us laughing even though we knew all the jokes ahead of time. And finally I waited until after she got undressed and into bed and fell asleep.
Still I didn’t do anything. I put a pot of water on to boil. Waited for a cup of tea to brew. Waited for a teaspoon of honey to melt. And then there wasn’t any excuse I could give myself to wait anymore. Even though I didn’t have any solid information that I could give him. Even though I couldn’t break any confidence.
I could tell him that one thing I’d noticed in the photographs at the station house that hadn’t made sense at that time did make sense now, couldn’t I?
Didn’t I need to?
No one in the Scarlet Society group had told me anything about it. Shelby hadn’t mentioned it when we’d talked in private. It was something I had noticed on my own.
I picked up the phone.
And then hung up.
What if my talking to Jordain would make a difference to his investigation? What if the information I had dovetailed with facts he’d found out but hadn’t quite fit into place? I went over the argument again in my mind. Going to the police with information that had to do with any patients wasn’t something you just did. There was nothing more sacred in our business than the confidentiality between me and the people who came to me to help them.
I fell asleep after lying in bed for what seemed like hours, going over both sides of the argument, trying to tackle it with logic, without coming to a solution. The apartment was quiet except for the occasional sound of a car on the street five stories below. Where was he? The man who had killed Philip Maur and Timothy Wheaton. Was he on the videotape that Shelby had given me? Had any of the women I was working with in the group had sex with him? What was his connection to the Scarlet Society? And what was my responsibility?
I got up, throwing off the sheets, and walked barefoot through the dark hallway to Dulcie’s room. The door was open halfway and my eyes had adjusted to the gloom while I lay in my bed, restless and worried.
My daughter was lying on her back, one arm under the sheets, the other thrown across her chest. Her face was smooth and peaceful. I couldn’t see the shadows under her eyes that I’d noticed that night at dinner. All I wanted to do was keep her safe. Keep her happy.
Somewhere beyond these walls was a man who had already killed twice. I didn’t know why. And I didn’t know what I could do about it. But I knew that the men he had killed had children who would miss them, whose lives would never be the same again.
Lost girls. Lost boys.
Could I really keep what I knew from Noah Jordain?
 



Thirty
At lunchtime the next day, Nina asked if I wanted to take a walk.
“Yes, if you’ll come with me to run an errand. I have to go to Tiffany to pick up a present for Dulcie.”
She nodded. “I’ll get my jacket.”
The temperature still hadn’t dropped; it was a sunny sixty degrees out. The walk should have been delightful but I was preoccupied and tired, and she knew it.
“What’s bothering you?” she asked as soon as we were out on the street.
I didn’t deny that I was troubled. Nina had known me too long and too well.
There were two things on my mind, but I was only ready to talk about one of them. I still hadn’t figured out how to deal with the information I had about Timothy Wheaton and Philip Maur, but Nina and I had already fought once in the past few days about my talking to the police, so I chose the safer issue and told her about my daughter’s request that I not go to Boston for the preview.
There was a lot of pedestrian traffic that afternoon since it was one of those energizing fall days when everyone who lives in cities like New York and Paris and London takes to the streets. If only it could stay like this, we all say to one another about the bracing air and vibrant trees.
“Being a motherless daughter makes me question every damned decision,” I said as we walked downtown on Madison Avenue, too engrossed in the conversation to do any window-shopping.
“Is that it? You didn’t have a mother for long enough, so you don’t know what to do?”
“Why can’t that be it?”
“Well, even if you’d had a mother for your whole adolescence, you still wouldn’t be prepared for this particular problem.”
“I’d have road maps.”
“You might. But that’s too obvious. I think something else happens when Dulcie exerts her will like this.”
I sighed. I really couldn’t expect less of her, could I? Nina was first and foremost a therapist. “What?”
“Morgan, when Dulcie told you that she didn’t want you to go with her, do you remember how you felt?”
“I just concentrated on how to react. On what to say to give her support and make her feel that I would take her seriously, that I love—”
“Stop. You can make me so mad sometimes. Are you listening to yourself?”
We’d gotten to the gray granite building on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-seventh Street. The art deco lines, clean and sleek, were from an older time, and the familiarity was comforting. The parts of New York that never change are landmarks for those of us who have lived here all our lives. The hamburger shop on Madison Avenue and Sixty-third Street where my mother took me when I was six was still there. So was Saks Fifth Avenue, where my father used to take me on my birthday for shopping sprees. The Christmas tree that arrived every year at Rockefeller Center brought back memories of each Christmas when I took Dulcie to the lighting. There were other places, too, but some were gone, torn down to make room for new buildings. I missed those signposts of the past.
I sighed. “Do we do this on the street, right now, Nina?”
“No. Right now we go into the store and act very civilized and enjoy the rarefied air, but we continue this after we’ve picked up your gift. What is it, anyway?”
To celebrate Dulcie’s lead in The Secret Garden, I’d ordered a monogrammed gold key on a chain, symbolizing the one Mary Lennox found that led her into the hidden space that had been abandoned for a decade.
“A necklace.”
We walked through the glass doors and into the quiet hush of the jewelry store. Little blue boxes from Tiffany, with their white satin ribbons, were a luxury that I wanted Dulcie to enjoy as much as I had when my father had given them to me. My sweet sixteen present, my high school graduation gift, my college graduation gift, had all come from Tiffany. As had my wedding ring. And Mitch’s. Dulcie’s baby rattle and her first baby cup.
Nina stood by while the salesman showed me the gold key, carefully pointing out the inscription on the back: the date of the opening along with “To Dulcie. Love, Mom and Dad.”
On our way back to the office, Nina and I stopped at an espresso bar, where we sat at a small table that had just been vacated. We ordered cappuccinos and small sandwiches.
“Okay, let’s get back to it,” she said after the waitress had left.
“Do we have to?”
She nodded.
“I don’t remember where we were,” I lied.
“I know you too well for that, Morgan. You have never forgotten where you were in an interrupted conversation in your life. What I asked was how you felt when Dulcie told you that she didn’t want you to go to Boston with her.”
I started to think. Nina interrupted.
“No, no thinking. Just tell me. Fast. How did you feel?”
“That she didn’t want me.”
“Who didn’t want you?”
“That my mother—” I stopped. Shocked. Even with everything I knew about psychoanalysis and with all the psychotherapy I’d had, I hadn’t made the connection myself.
“Dulcie going into acting is bringing more of your memories of your mother to the surface, isn’t it?”
My throat tightened. I nodded.
“She loved acting so much,” Nina said, her voice softening as she, too, thought about her old friend.
“I remember how she used to get dressed up to go to tryouts. I’d sit on the edge of the bathtub and watch her meticulously apply her makeup and spray on her perfume. I’d wait for her to come home, too. She was always so excited when she got back, telling me about everything that had happened and how sure she was about getting the role and that when she did, we’d move into a bigger apartment but …” I was remembering too much now and didn’t want to go on. I’d thought of something I’d never realized before. “Nina, she wasn’t going to tryouts, was she? She was going to bars, right? She was trying to pick up guys so they’d pay for her drinks and her drugs.”
She nodded.
“And they lived happily never after,” I said, repeating the line that had made my mother famous for a few heartbeats and that ultimately had done more damage than good, spoiling her for a life that would never live up to what it had been before. She’d been seduced by her brief stint at stardom and nothing ever came close: not her marriage, not her family, not her friends, not even me.
And I was letting my daughter step into that same spotlight.
I shuddered.
Nina took my hand. “Dulcie isn’t your mother, sweetie. She’s your daughter. And she has a mother. She has you.”
 



Thirty-One
The following Monday evening the group from the Scarlet Society was silent and somber as they gathered in my office. It was our second meeting and I still didn’t have a handle on them.
“Did you see the newspapers on Friday and over the weekend about Timothy Wheaton?” Shelby asked me even before everyone was seated.
I nodded.
“He was someone else we knew. From the society.”
“Really? That’s very disturbing. And probably very frightening for you.” I had guessed at what she was telling me but acted as if I didn’t. How could I explain prior knowledge? “I’m very sorry about Timothy. About your loss,” I said, addressing the whole group.
Shelby nodded, accepting the condolences.
“Should we get started?”
No one said anything for a few seconds. They looked at one another. Anne spoke. “There’s no way that this could be a coincidence.” Once again she was all in black and wearing the oversize sunglasses that hid so much of her face.
“How does that make you feel?”
Ellen answered with a hostility that surprised me. She wore a forest-green suit that looked like Chanel, and a large emerald ring gleamed on her left hand. “How are we supposed to feel? We knew these men. Intimately. For years we shared something private with them. Something that was special. And amazing.”
“In the paper, the police said that they haven’t yet discovered where their bodies are,” Davina said. Her voice was not as robust as I remembered it from the week before.
“That’s just a matter of time,” said Liz, who once again was wearing jeans, a button-down shirt, soft brown suede blazer and boots. Her briefcase was in her lap and her elbows rested on it.
Bethany, who had been mostly silent throughout the first session, spoke up. She had a slight southern accent and looked familiar to me from the tape now that I had seen it more than once. “You just don’t have any emotional attachment to this.”
Several of the other women sat up straighter in their chairs. Davina leaned forward. Ginny uncrossed her arms. They were preparing, but for what?
“Exactly what is that supposed to mean?” Liz asked in a voice laced with acid.
“That you don’t care about any of this the way the rest of us do. You were angry with them all, anyway. You’ve been complaining for months,” Bethany explained.
“Angry?” Liz laughed.
I didn’t interrupt. This interaction was important—not just for them, but for me. I needed to have them act out their relationships so that I could learn how they related to one another.
“You told me you were,” Bethany said.
“That was a private conversation.”
“It might help if you talked about it with all of us, Liz,” I suggested.
She didn’t say anything.
“Why were you angry at Timothy and Philip?”
Liz remained quiet.
Ellen started to speak, “I think that what Liz means—”
“I think it would be better for Liz to explain herself,” I interrupted, then refocused my gaze on Liz. “Now that we know you were angry, why don’t you tell us why? I know it’s very difficult to be angry with someone only to have them suddenly die. We’re left with feelings that we don’t know how to process. Regrets and guilt are difficult to deal with on your own.”
“Regrets?” Liz’s high-pitched laugh verged on hysteria. “Everything is fine with the whole concept of the Scarlet Society as long as the men want you. But when they don’t, all the same old shitty problems of being a woman are right there, waiting for you, taunting you. It’s no different than in society at large.”
No one said anything for a minute.
“What are you talking about?” Anne finally asked in an empathetic voice.
Liz crossed her arms over her chest as if she was going into hibernation and didn’t answer. I let a full thirty seconds pass.
“What if someone is stalking the men from our group?” Shelby asked, directing her question at me.
“Why are you changing the subject?”
“I think we need to talk about this.”
“Why, Shelby? Do you think that’s what is happening?”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Liz sat immobile, her face rigid with anger.
“Well, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that two of the men who are part of our organization have been killed in the same way, do you?” Shelby asked.
“On more than one level, no. I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“And other than members of the society, no one knows who we are,” Martha said. “Hell, we don’t even know who one another is. Not really.” She wore tinted glasses that evening, not dark enough to hide her eyes, but blue and large enough that they altered her appearance. She was dressed casually in black jeans, a pale blue sweater and a herringbone jacket. “How could someone figure out who the men were, short of them having revealed it?”
“Philip wouldn’t have told anyone,” Anne said. “He had a wife and children and a public life that mattered to him. He wouldn’t have told anyone. The only way he could have both us and his career was to keep our secret.”
“We all feel that,” Davina said.
“All of us,” Ginny echoed.
The room lapsed into a moment of silence.
“What are we supposed to do now, though?” Anne asked. “Should we keep going to meetings? Should we close the society?”
“No.” Shelby was adamant, and shook her head as she spoke. “No.”
Around the room others nodded, agreeing with her.
“You seem so certain,” I said.
“We have to trust one another,” Shelby continued. “Everything about the Scarlet Society is based on trust. We are stronger than any outside force. What we do is our right. No one can scare us into giving up those rights.”
When she made statements like that, I could feel the collective body sway in her direction. They didn’t look at her with blind devotion. Shelby was not a guru to them, but she was their chieftain. And they—women who were stronger than most in their hunger and their need for power—yielded to her.
“The newspaper didn’t say anything about them belonging to the group,” Liz said grudgingly. “How do we know that their deaths are connected through us? Isn’t it possible for two men to have been killed in Manhattan without it being a conspiracy?”
“It might be helpful to talk about your individual feelings for Philip and Timothy instead of trying to figure out who perpetrated the crimes,” I said, addressing the group. For one thing, I wanted to get them back on track. The purpose of our sessions was to help the women involved deal with their emotions over the deaths. Feelings that they had no other outlet for except in this room.
They waited, all of them, for someone to go first. And I waited with them. Finally, Martha spoke.
“I don’t know how to do this.”
“Just talk about them. About what was special about them. What you remember.”
She stared at me for a time. “Philip could—” She broke off.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Whatever I say, it’s all going to be about sex. About how he was so happy when you told him what to do, when you pushed him to hold off on coming, the longer you forced him—see? It’s wrong. We can’t talk about them like that, about what they were like to fuck.”
“Why?”
“Because …” But she didn’t have a reason.
Next, Shelby tried. “Timothy had very strong arms. He worked out. He could lift you up and keep you in the air and while he was doing that he would be high up inside you.” She shook her head. “This is more complicated than I thought it would be.”
“Why do you feel that it’s wrong to talk about these men the way you knew them best? You had sex with them. Did you know them any other way?”
“I talked to them—both of them,” Anne said. “Often. About what they liked, about why they liked it. That’s part of how I was with them. To hear them talk about what it felt like to be powerless. To have me be the one in charge. But how do you talk about a lover after he’s died when he wasn’t in any other part of your life?”
“I think they were both full of shit,” Liz said.
All heads turned to her.
“They were supposed to be willing to do whatever we wanted. But they couldn’t. Not with all of us.”
“It’s awful for you to say that,” Anne said.
“Why is it awful?” I asked. “Tell Liz why what she said bothers you, describe how it makes you feel. Don’t judge her.”
“You don’t understand,” Ellen said to me in a strident voice. “She’s jealous of us. She thinks that since she’s older than most of us, the men aren’t interested in her. But it’s not that. It’s her attitude. The way she demeans them.”
“I do not demean them.” Liz’s mouth had disappeared into a thin, angry line.
“Of course you do. To you it’s not just about power and control. You ask them to be your slaves. You want them to cower at your feet. You want them to be afraid of you and some of the things you ask them to do are disgusting.”
“How do you know what I ask them to do?”
Ellen smiled. Wickedly. It occurred to me that she had been waiting to say this for a long time.
“Mark told me. He said that you asked him to go into the bathroom with you and to—”
“Shut the fuck up!” Liz shouted.
Anne started to cry. Martha got up and took Anne in her arms. Ginny was saying something to Liz, but over the rest of the commotion I couldn’t hear it.
“Everyone, please sit down. Shelby, Ginny, sit down. Let’s wait till everyone can hear you—”
Liz stood, her bag slung over her shoulder, her briefcase under her arm. “Are you leaving?” I asked her. “We still have forty-five minutes left to the session.”
“I don’t know why I came in the first place. I’m an outsider here. They all play at this game. They don’t take it for real. They think they are being powerful, but it’s like little girls playing at growing up.”
“Liz, it would benefit everyone if you sat back down and stayed. You all are going through this together and leaving isn’t going to be helpful, not for you or the group.”
She continued to stand, hovering above the rest of them. The light cast shadows on her face and the furrows in her brows seemed deeper. She certainly wasn’t pretty. Her hard features were jagged and too large. But her eyes, which were deep green with long lashes, were catlike and mysterious. Her hair was blond, thick and curly, but for some reason didn’t seem to fit her personality or the rest of her looks.
“These men debased themselves for us,” she said. “They came to us because they wanted us to abuse them. Order them around. Treat them worse than they had ever or could ever treat any women. We like to pretend that what we do is fine. It isn’t. It’s perversion. I’m not happy about it, but it’s the way I want my sex. I don’t want to be grabbed—I want to do the grabbing. I want to tell a man to walk to me holding his cock in his hands and begging me to let him get closer. So what if I wanted to see what it would be like to have them as slaves? Isn’t that what men have had women doing for them for years? Love them? Admire them? Eulogize them? None of us can do that. We used their hard cocks and versatile tongues. We didn’t love them. We didn’t get to know them. We made them do our bidding. They liked being surrounded by hot women wanting hot sex. They liked looking at tight asses and high tits. You don’t know what it’s like when you look at them and they look away.” Liz focused on Ellen, then Anne, Ginny and finally Shelby. “You don’t know what it’s like when you see them hoping that you don’t pick them because they aren’t so sure that they can perform for you.” She was choking back tears, not the way a woman does, but the way a man will refuse to allow himself the luxury of weeping.
The others watched, some with compassion on their faces, others with contempt. Only Shelby, who was closer in age to Liz, got up and went to her. She took her by the hand and, without saying a word, led her back to her seat.
“It doesn’t matter. You belong here. With us. We have to hold on. Especially now. All of us.”
Liz sat back down, but her glance remained focused on the briefcase she held in her lap like protective armor.
“There is going to be a memorial prayer service for Philip on Friday,” Ellen said to me once everyone had settled down. “And some of us want to go.”
“But we can’t,” Shelby said before I had a chance to respond. She seemed suddenly exhausted. “We have an honor-bound agreement. Showing up anywhere in public together—even two of us—would threaten the society.” She turned to me. “This is part of our problem. We simply don’t know what to do. How to handle our grief. How to deal with the fact that we can’t do something as simple as go to a memorial service. And it’s not like we have months to spend to figure this stuff out. Is there some kind of intervention therapy you can do with us?”
“Let’s use the rest of our time tonight to talk out those issues and focus on the memorial.” I looked around the room. “Are any of you having a hard time accepting that you can’t go to the service?”
“I am,” Anne whispered. “We knew this man. We were an important part of his life. No one seems to think that matters, but I do. I think it matters a lot. I know how he smells.” Her voice cracked as she corrected herself. “How he smelled. How the inside of his mouth tasted. I know how his bare arms felt around my back.” She started to cry and stopped speaking.
“No. You’re not the only one,” Martha said. “I think it matters.”
Anne looked surprised.
“How does that make you feel—that you can’t go?”
“It makes her feel like shit. What kind of stupid question is that?” Ellen said.
“Ellen, it would be better to let Martha herself tell us all how she feels.”
Ellen glared at me. I wasn’t surprised by the level of aggression she exhibited. It was one of the more interesting things about this group that so many of them shared specific personality traits. While they weren’t all beautiful, they were comfortable with their bodies. That in itself was unusual for a group of this many women, except when you considered the interest that they all shared. By the very nature of belonging to the society, they could not be shy or intimidated. Every one of these women was—at least sexually—aggressive. Even when I put together a group of sex addicts, I worked hard to ensure that each member of the group had different issues and handled their needs in unlike ways: that some were aggressors and others were passive.
“Martha?” I looked at her.
“What is confusing about this is that, while I know we have rules that dictate we only deal with the men at the society in a sexual manner, they are people, too. And two of them are dead. And they knew us. And we knew them. And one of them is having a memorial service and I want to be there.”
“Oh, isn’t that sweet,” Cara spat out. She hadn’t spoken at all before, neither in the last session or the present one. She had dark olive skin and flashing black eyes and wore an elaborate Hermès scarf tied over her hair.
“Comments like that are not really helpful,” I said. “Tell us how you feel.”
“This is ridiculous. We use these guys. They are hard bodies, willing hands, they are a way for us to finally get what we want with no strings. We work damn hard at making sure the men we let in want to be treated the way we want to treat them. This is not about feelings.”
“You know, that is such a stereotype that it’s almost laughable,” Davina said. “Just because we use them doesn’t mean we can’t have feelings for them.”
“Whether I should have feelings or not—the point is I do,” Anne said to Cara. “And I am not embarrassed to say I do. And I want to go to the service being held for Philip and pray along with everyone else that his body is found and that he can be put to rest. I think it’s horrible what’s happened to him. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him laid out somewhere, dead. How was he killed? Why was he killed?”
“Jeezus,” Cara muttered.
I looked at her. “Cara, what is wrong with Anne caring about what happened to Philip? Did you know him?”
“No, but I fucked him.” She glowered at the rest of the room. “You know what is so damn hypocritical about this is that we are all consenting adults who belong to a goddamn fuck club. It’s not a dating service. Most of these guys are married. We are not their mistresses. If anything, they serve us. They have crushes on us. We do not have feelings for them.”
“Don’t you have any feelings for any of the men you have been with at the society?” I asked her.
“No.”
“How long have you been a member?” I asked her.
“Nine years.”
“How often do you go to the society?”
“About two or three times a month.” She leaned back in her chair.
“And do you always spend time with different men?”
“No. I have preferences.”
“Based on what?”
“Based on their performance.”
“Do you talk to the men you are with?”
“With the men I choose?” she corrected me in a clipped tone.
“All right. With the men you choose.”
“Yes, I talk to them.”
“What do you talk to them about?”
“What is the point of these questions?” she asked venomously.
“Why are you here if you have so much disdain for the process?” Shelby asked. “I made it really clear when I suggested that we come to Dr. Snow that only those of us who thought that Philip’s death was an issue for them should come.”
Cara didn’t answer her.
“I think that’s a fair question, Cara,” I said. But it was also too direct a question. I could have guessed as to what the problem was. But my being blunt wouldn’t help anyone.
“I think that what Cara is feeling is confusion,” Davina said, with amazing perception.
This wasn’t the first time that she had tried to explain how someone else was feeling. My guess was that she was either a lawyer or had some kind of psychoanalytic training herself. All her responses and questions and reactions to what went on in the group so far seemed impersonal, as if she were looking at the proceedings from a distance that no one else but Liz exhibited.
“Cara, are you confused?”
“Only about why we are even questioning our original decision about not breaking our rules. They are very clear. We do not communicate with other members. We do not engage in social activity with other members. We don’t try to contact any of the men or have any kind of relationship with them outside of the society.”
“And have you kept to those rules over the entire time that you have been in the society?” I asked her, hoping that my instincts were right. While she’d been talking she’d uncrossed her arms and seemed to stretch them out, palms open to the room, almost in supplication. It had been a small movement but I’d noticed it.
“And have you kept to those rules during the time that you have been in the society?” I asked again.
She didn’t answer. But Liz did.
“No, she hasn’t.”
Cara turned and glared at her. The look was vicious. Violent. Her eyes narrowed to slits, flashing even more brightly.
No one said anything for a minute.
“Cara, is there something you’d like to tell us?”
“No. Liz is lying.”
Liz was smiling in the way a small boy does after he’s put a frog in his teacher’s pocketbook. There was something between these two women that we would have to deal with eventually. But for now, the group had other issues that I felt were timely.
“Cara, are you angry?”
“You’re damn straight I am angry.”
“At whom?”
“At her.” She pointed to Liz.
“Why?”
“For lying.”
“I am not lying. I saw you and—”
“Shut up, you fucking bitch. You’re just jealous. You’re jealous of every one of us and you know it. It’s not easy for you anymore. You’re always saying it. That age is a terrible thing. You can’t exercise enough. You can’t figure out how to stop the process. You don’t like how the men react to you anymore and—”
“Cara, this isn’t helpful. Throwing accusations across the room isn’t going to do any good. Let’s try to get back on track and deal with how you feel. About what you are going through.”
“I don’t feel anything right now except anger at the mistake that we are all going to make if any of us shows up at the memorial service.” She’d crossed her arms over her chest again. There was not going to be any way to reach her now. My guess was that she had seen someone outside of the club, but I couldn’t confront her about that until there was another opening.
For the rest of the session, Cara stayed silent and the rest of us talked about the service that was going to be held at the end of the week. In the end, everyone agreed that as much as some of them wanted to go, it wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t do Philip any good, and ultimately they were honor-bound to uphold the commitment that they had made to him. And to each member of the group.
“We only have one thing that binds us to one another and allows us to be part of this, and that is our oath not to put any of us in jeopardy of our activities being divulged,” Shelby said toward the end of the ninety minutes.
It had been a good session. They had talked about their sense of loss and worked on their confusion about how to deal with a man they had been intimate with in one sense but knew nothing about in another.
By the time they left, I believed that they would all keep their word, stay away from the service and keep silent.
 



Thirty-Two
By 7:00 p.m. on Monday night, Jordain and Perez’s office was littered with used foam coffee cups and takeout food wrappers.
“Why the hell don’t we have anything? How can you kill two men and hide the bodies for this long? And now a third? Shit. Where are they?” Perez said as he poured himself yet another cup of the strong chicory-laced coffee that Jordain had just made. It was their fourth pot that day.
“You really asking that?” Jordain asked.
Perez shot him a look. Obviously, it hadn’t been an actual question. The two detectives were frustrated, tired and angry with the killer, who was so elusive.
“How much you think Delilah would hate it that we’ve given him a woman’s name?” Perez asked.
They’d taken to calling the anonymous killer “Delilah” because of the locks of hair that had been sent to Betsy Young, along with all three sets of photographs.
Yes, three. The third had come in early that morning.
“He would despise it. An affront to his power. To his masculinity. We’re really getting him but good by calling him that.”
For the second time in less than five minutes, Perez shot his partner an exasperated look.
The phone rang, as it had been doing all afternoon, but all calls were being intercepted. Half of them were from the managing editor of the New York Times, who was waiting for the police to give him the go-ahead to run the next story in the series, which announced that there was a third victim. Grant Firth. Forty-two. Doctor of orthopedic surgery at New York Hospital. Father of three girls. Husband of Donna Firth, who was a medical reporter for the Wall Street Journal.
“You know that’s Hastings on the phone,” Perez said.
“Of course it’s him. He can’t stand it. Every minute that goes by is one more minute lost. And if he loses too many of them, he loses his lead story for tomorrow.”
There was nothing about this case that pleased either detective, except perhaps watching Harry Hastings wait and beg. The paper could run the story when they said so. And not before.
The lab reports had all come back without a single break. The envelopes were a mess since they’d been through the postal system. There was no saliva on the inside flap or under the stamps. There were no stray hairs inside. Just the clippings put there on purpose.
There was one fiber in the second envelope. A small white thread, no more than an eighth of an inch long. Frayed at the end. Meaningless on its own.
The paper that the photographs had been printed on was standard and sold in almost every photography-supply store in the United States, as well as hundreds of stores online. Even if they found out where it had been bought, what were the chances that the photographer would have used a credit card?
It didn’t matter. They had experts working on tracing the stock.
The nine-by-twelve manila envelopes were even more common than the photo paper. The postmarks were at least interesting. The first envelope had been sent from midtown Manhattan. The second from Port Chester, New York, about a half hour away from the city. And the third had been mailed from Harlem.
They were working on finding the pattern to those three locations. But it was too early for them to lock in on it.
The footsteps were light, but since both men were waiting for her they looked up even before Officer Butler walked in.
She was smiling, which Jordain thought was the most beautiful thing he’d seen in at least thirty-two hours. “What do you have?” he asked.
“The hair sample on Firth.”
Both men had leaned forward and were listening hard. “Yeah?”
“There was some blood on it. And in the blood are traces of Thorazine. We checked with Firth’s wife. No history of any prescription drugs. No antidepressants. No mood elevators. Nothing.”
“Which means that he was drugged before he was killed,” Jordain said. “Or the drug killed him.”
Butler nodded.
“How hard is it to get Thorazine?” Perez asked. “And how hard is it to OD on the stuff?”
“I’m ahead of you on that,” Butler said. “As soon as I saw the report, I put in a call to the M.E.”
“And?”
“And I’m waiting for him to call me back.”
“More waiting,” Jordain said.
“There’s something else,” Butler said.
“Yes?” Both men looked back at her.
“There’s another substance on one of the hair samples. The lab guys aren’t sure what it is. A chemical. They’re running more tests now. Should have some information in a few hours, if we are lucky.”
“So far there hasn’t been any luck on this case,” Perez lamented.
“Maybe that’s about to change,” Jordain said.
Perez smiled at his partner the way a parent smiles at his child on Christmas Eve when the kid is putting out cookies and milk for Santa.
“It’s nice that you can still dream.”
“If you stop dreaming, you might as well stop living,” Jordain said.
It was true. He believed that. Even doing what he did every day, even seeing what he saw, even knowing what he knew about the human psyche and the ability man had to be evil.
“It’s that damn piano,” Perez said. “You’re a fucking romantic because of that damn piano.”
In answer, Jordain put his hands on the edge of his desk as if it were a keyboard and moved his fingers up and down, miming playing. He scatted along with the action, his voice giving real life to a jazz riff that he’d written. Perez had seen his partner do this a hundred times, and so had Butler, but they still stared in wonder at the way Jordain’s hands moved with a grace that wasn’t expected, and the way his voice moved them even though they were tough cops and should know better.
 



Thirty-Three
My last patient on Tuesday left at 4:55 p.m.—ten minutes late because we had broken through a major issue and I was loath to rush her out. I hurried to the staff meeting in the upstairs conference room that usually began on time.
There were eight therapists at the institute, all of whom specialized in sex therapy, and our weekly conclaves gave us a chance to talk with one another about our patients and their treatments. Nina—and her husband before her—believed that one of the strengths of the Butterfield Institute was the combined expertise of several doctors and therapists under one roof. Indeed, for me, being able to consult with others had proved preferable to working alone, as most members of my profession did.
That night, the discussion was focused on one of Nina’s patients whom she thought needed to begin working with a sex surrogate. She wanted our opinions—surrogacy being the last resort.
We’d been going around and around about whether there was any other impotency treatment Nina might try first, but no one offered any options that Nina hadn’t already exhausted. She looked at me and said, “You haven’t had much to add, Morgan. No ideas?”
“It sounds like you’ve covered pretty much everything but the surrogate.”
She nodded but was frowning. “We moved off of that about five minutes ago.”
I stared at her.
“We’ve been talking about which surrogate would be best in the situation.”
“Sorry.”
“What’s going on with your caseload?” she asked.
It wasn’t required, but it was expected that at some point in the meeting we’d each do an update on some of our most complicated cases. But the only thing I needed to discuss was the one thing I didn’t want to discuss. I tried to think of every other patient I was seeing, to dredge up some valid question and get a conversation going and move Nina’s attention—and her fierce eyes—off me.
“Morgan?”
I still hadn’t said anything and she was waiting. This wasn’t like me, I knew. Anxiety was making my blood race. I forced myself to just say it.
“I need to talk about going to the police,” I said.
Nina’s eyebrows arched. “I thought we covered that.”
I shook my head.
“Going to the police about what?” Simon Weiss asked.
There were no windows in the conference room. Just dark green walls, comfortable black leather chairs, a verdant marble table, and antique prints of maps on the walls. From where I was seated, I could see a line of etchings of Europe on maps from the seventeenth century. The blue of the ocean was slightly faded, but the reds, browns and yellows of the countries were still fairly intense. I couldn’t keep staring at the prints. Taking a breath, I launched into an explanation of what had been going on with the Scarlet Society, what I had seen at the police station, and what I felt I needed to do.
“The only thing Morgan hasn’t mentioned,” Nina said in a tone that was harsher than normal, “is that we already talked about this and I advised her not to talk to the police again.”
“You did. But I just don’t think that’s the right decision.”
“It’s the only decision that you can make under the circumstances,” she countered.
Around us, Simon and the rest of the staff must have been aware of the subtext of the conversation. Everyone knew of Nina’s overdeveloped and irrational anger at the NYPD.
“Please, Morgan, can’t you just trust me on this?”
I looked at Simon, my closest friend at the institute, imploring him with my eyes to step in. He did. Of course he did. I could always count on him, and I gave him a half smile before the fact to thank him.
“Nina, what’s your objection? If the women in the group haven’t given Morgan this information, if it’s something she saw on her own, there’s no reason she can’t go to the police.”
There were murmurs and assents from two other therapists.
“I don’t think you can, Morgan,” Helen Grant said. She was one of the older members of the staff and had been handpicked by Sam, even before he married Nina, to work at Butterfield. She was elderly then. Now she was approaching ancient, but she still came in five days a week and saw patients. “No. Morgan can’t go to the police. She has a commitment to her group. There is nothing she can offer up that will help, if the society is as secret as she says it is.” Her white curls bobbed with the intensity of her next words. “It is not our job to solve crimes. Haven’t we gone through enough of that around here?”
Nina was looking at me sternly, differently from how she looked at any other member of her staff. She was frowning the way I’d frown at Dulcie when she pushed me to the point of exasperation.
“I am not a child,” I said more stridently than I’d wanted to. “I am not unaware of the boundaries. I don’t have any reason not to tell detectives Jordain and Perez what I saw in those photographs.”
“Well. We’re done for tonight,” Nina said as she put her mug down on the table.
The crack was not as loud as it was unexpected, and everyone stared at the shards of white china and the tea that pooled on the table. No one moved except for Nina, who leaned over and started to pick up the broken mug.
“Don’t do that—” I started to say, about to warn her of exactly what happened. She cut her forefinger on one of the slivers of porcelain. A droplet of bright blood appeared. She stared at it as if it were an intruder. With the blood starting to drip off her finger, she looked up and over at me.
“You understand that I believe you are about to make a serious mistake.”
I turned and picked up a paper napkin from the sideboard where the coffee, tea, cups and a plate of cookies were. “Here,” I said as I reached her side. “Your finger is bleeding.”
She took it from me without thanking me. Suddenly, I became aware that the room was too quiet. I looked around. We were alone. The other members of the institute had slipped out.
“Why are you so dead set on doing exactly what I don’t think you should do? Why would you bring that up here? It was between us.”
“No, Nina, it wasn’t.”
“I told you the other day that—”
“This isn’t a decision about me personally that I talked over with my godmother. This is about a therapist, a group of patients and two murders. I brought it up in front of the members of the Butterfield Institute because the institute needs to make a decision about it.”
She looked stricken. As if I’d pushed her off a narrow parapet and she was afraid that she was falling.
“It isn’t about the institute. It’s not about your patients. You know it isn’t.” She then walked out, slamming the door behind her and leaving me by myself in the conference room.
 



Thirty-Four
I pulled on my black suede coat and left the building. Downstairs, I wasn’t sure what direction to take.
Nina and I had never fought like that. She’d never walked out on me. She was the only woman I’d known for my whole life. I looked back at the building and could see that her office light was still on.
Should I go back? If I did, what would I say? That I didn’t want her to be upset? That I hated fighting with her? I could tell her how anxious her suddenly impersonal tone of voice made me feel. But none of those things would matter if I couldn’t also tell her that she was right and that I was not going to tell the police anything.
And I wasn’t ready to tell her that.
I thought about calling Simon on his cell phone, but even continuing to discuss what Nina had done and how she had reacted seemed to be a transgression. This wasn’t purely professional. It was personal. I had friends outside of the institute, but it would be a breach of professional conduct to talk to them, because to explain it I would have had to explain too much about the Scarlet Society and the photographs.
I was still standing on the corner, waiting for the light to change, still trying to figure out what to do. Running down my options. Leaving out the most obvious one.
Well, I could go home. But to an empty house where I’d just sit and brood. Dulcie was with Mitch. Joint custody might be the best thing for my daughter, but I missed her when she wasn’t home. My ex-husband’s connection to the New York City independent film community was, at this point in my daughter’s life, a constant attraction. And in the last few months the custody leaned in Mitch’s favor.
I could go to a movie. No, I probably wouldn’t even notice what I was watching.
The light changed and I crossed the street. The sky above was gray and crowded with storm clouds. There was a nor’easter blowing in and the leaves on the street swirled in fast circles. The shorter days and the cooler air had not crept up on us but rushed in. It had just been summer, hadn’t it? Without making any conscious decision as to why, I turned left and started walking downtown. I’d gotten to Sixty-second when it started raining. I didn’t have an umbrella and I didn’t want to ruin my coat.
Looking at the street sign, I tried to figure out what to do. Barney’s department store was only half a block away. At least I could buy an umbrella there.
I ran there and rushed in, brushing the water off my coat. The store was open until eight. I could look around and then buy the umbrella if it was still raining. Strolling past the glass cases, I stared down at glittering baubles. One-of-a-kind pieces rested on velvet, price tags hidden, waiting for someone to try them on.
I headed to the escalator. The umbrella could wait.
I knew just where I was going. The fourth floor. Shoes. That was something that would keep my mind from obsessing about Nina.
* * *
They were chocolate-brown suede pumps. High heels. I reached out and touched them. So soft and smooth, my finger left a slight impression. I knew that they were impractical. That I’d wind up buying clothes to go with the shoes since my wardrobe was made up of entirely too much black, but I’d like to get a brown suit. Something that was snug around my waist. That opened a little bit lower at the neck than I would wear to work.
A saleswoman interrupted my daydream to ask if she could help, and I gave her my shoe size, sat down, slipped off my flats and waited, watching the other women who were doing the same thing I was.
What were they shopping away? Fights with husbands, problems at work? Sons who weren’t doing well at school? Daughters who were on diets that left their hair lank and stringy?
How many of us here really needed these shoes? Or the chocolate-brown suit I had in my mind. We dress ourselves and redress ourselves, obsess over how we can make ourselves look better, fool ourselves that there is nothing wrong with spending money as a reward for the things that are wrong in our lives.
The saleswoman arrived with the open shoebox, and despite myself, I felt a little jolt of adrenaline as she held the right shoe out for me to slip my foot into.
I stood up and walked the few feet to the mirror. My legs weren’t bad and the shoes made them look better. I hadn’t worn heels for years, until one of my clients recently inspired me to start again. What I had discovered when buying high heels and lingerie again was that I enjoyed shopping for lovely things. I wanted to look better. Oh, come on—I wanted to look sexier. To pass by a window on the street and see in its reflection a man taking a second look at me.
I handed the woman my charge card and waited for her to ring up the purchase.
The women in the Scarlet Society had not given up what I’d given up. They pursued sexual thrills despite a society that didn’t offer an easy way for them to do that. They got what they wanted in business and they wanted to get it sexually, too. Was there anything wrong with that?
Shopping bag in hand, I walked away from the shoes and began looking at the clothes on the rest of the floor. I wanted to see if there were any chocolate-brown suits.
Nope. Nothing on four.
I went up another escalator and started browsing through the racks on five.
When I saw the brown velvet dress, I knew exactly why I wanted it and where I was going to wear it. To Dulcie’s Broadway opening. With the shoes.
It had stopped raining by the time I left the store. The doorman glanced at my two shopping bags and asked me if I wanted a taxi. I nodded, waiting while he stepped out into the street, held up his hand and hailed one for me.
I fished a dollar out of my bag and handed it to him as he opened the door. Then, making sure I was settled in, he closed it.
I knew what the odor was in the first ten seconds. The driver had been smoking a cigar in the cab before picking me up.
“Sorry,” I said. “Can you pull over? I’m sorry but I can’t stand the cigar smell.”
Cursing, he did. I let myself out of the cab. We’d only gone ten feet.
“Whatsa matter, lady, you crazy?” he called after me.
As I stepped up on the curb I thought about it. Whatsa matter, lady, you crazy? Such a throwaway phrase. So simple to say. No, I wasn’t crazy. I knew what the word really meant. I had seen crazy people. I had seen people go crazy. My mother. My patients. In June, I’d seen a man go crazy and murder a series of prostitutes because he thought he could save them. Five women had died.
And there was someone else out there who was crazy. Kidnapping men, killing them and taking their photographs.
I always wondered how the courts could declare that anyone who had taken someone else’s life was legally sane. It had to be an insane act to take a life that was not yours.
 



Thirty-Five
I walked the twenty blocks to the police station, hoping that I could convince myself to turn around and go home before I reached the front door. In my head, I ran through every one of Nina’s arguments and some she hadn’t thought of, but none was convincing. By the time I reached the precinct house I had worked out exactly what I could say and what I couldn’t say in order to stick to the rules of my profession.
Noah was smart and he wouldn’t need much. I would not have to betray anything the members of the Scarlet Society had told me. I’d just show Noah what I’d seen and he’d follow it through.
If, of course, he hadn’t figured it out already. And if he had, so much the better. I’d pick up my bags, take myself home, get into bed and be able to sleep, because although I’d done the wrong thing according to Nina, I would have done it for the right reason. To save someone’s life.
And no one but Noah would ever have to know.
My heart was beating loudly in my chest and my skin felt clammy as I walked up to the front desk, gave my name and asked for Detective Jordain. “I’d appreciate it if you’d tell him that it’s important and that it will only take a few minutes.”
The young officer dialed the phone, spoke into it, listened and then hung up.
“He asked if you would please wait for him in his office. He’ll be with you shortly. I’ll have someone take you there.”
The corridor was busy—it was always busy here—and no one paid any attention to my escort or me. We turned the corner. Up ahead, coming from the opposite direction, were Detectives Jordain and Perez, and a woman who looked familiar.
You aren’t aware of how quickly the synapses work: your eyes send the message to the brain, which supplies you with conscious information before you even have time to realize you are working on figuring it out.
Of course, the combination of pressed blue jeans, soft brown suede blazer and the ever-present worn leather briefcase were familiar. It had been the dark brown hair that had thrown me.
In my office, as Liz, a long-time member of the Scarlet Society, she was a blonde. But her eyes were the same and they were staring at me, as shocked as I was, asking me exactly the same silent question I was asking her.
What are you doing here?
What trust are you breaking?
I didn’t wait to talk to Jordain. I had been completely wrong to go there. My escort was gone but I knew where to go. Turning, I rushed back the same way I’d come, as fast as I could without running, the shopping bags hitting my legs.
Out in the street it was raining again. I cursed myself that I’d forgotten to buy the umbrella at Barney’s, pulled up my collar, tucked my head down and just kept walking, figuring I’d find a cab soon enough. After three blocks, I did.
I gave the driver my address, sat back, opened my bag, pulled out a roll of peppermints, popped two in my mouth and bit down, knowing that the instant intense scent of mint would obliterate the stale body odor that permeated the air in the enclosed space.
Inhaling the sharp, clean scent, I concentrated on the sensation of speeding through the nighttime streets and the sound of rain hitting the car’s roof.
 



Thirty-Six
It was just eight-thirty but it had been a long day and I was exhausted. I’d only been home fifteen minutes. The shopping bags were still in the front hall where I’d dropped them when I got in. I’d taken off my work clothes and had changed into leggings, a cashmere cardigan, and a pair of black suede ballet slippers. I’d even had time to stick some frozen thing in the oven and pour myself a glass of vodka with a splash of Rose’s lime juice when the buzzer rang.
It wasn’t really a surprise. I had gotten to know Jordain better than I’d thought in the short time we’d known each other. That he wanted to know why I had turned and left the police station when I’d obviously come to tell him something was not unexpected. But the reality of him filling the door frame shocked me.
I stared at the drops of rain on the broad shoulders of his leather jacket and in his silver-streaked hair. How long was he going to want to stay? How could I get him to leave?
“Can I come in?” he asked.
His eyes were too blue. “What will happen if I say no?”
“I’ll come in, anyway.”
“I guessed as much.” I opened the door wider and he walked into my apartment.
“Is Dulcie here?”
I shook my head. “She’s with her father.”
He nodded and looked around. He’d been here before and he seemed to be remembering it, reacquainting himself with the space and my things in it.
“Did you eat yet?” he asked.
“No, I was just having a drink.”
“That sounds great. I’ll have whatever you’re having.”
Wasn’t he going to ask me what I had come to tell him? Why couldn’t he just get it over with? As I moved toward the bar, my mind tried to deal with a half-dozen different emotions at once. Had Nina been right? Should I stay out of the police investigation and let them find out who these men were and why they were being killed on their own? Or was I just thinking that because Noah was here?
I took a glass off the shelf above the bar. My hand was shaking. Did he see it? I poured the vodka, splashed in the Rose’s. There was no ice. I left him, walked into the kitchen, put three ice cubes into the glass and went back to him. He was looking out the window and turned as he heard my footsteps. He walked toward me, took the drink, sipped at it, smiled, and then without putting it down or saying a word, pulled me toward him with his free hand and kissed me.
His lips were cold from the drink. He tasted of lime. He smelled of rosemary and mint. He pressed his whole body against mine and reminded me how it felt to be alive with every cell of your body, not just with your brain. The room fell away. The reason I’d gone to see him and the rain and the impropriety and the rules I was bending were all gone.
That the coming together of bodies could be such a delight, such a powerful force, that it could be so pleasurable was both a gift from the gods and a mercurial force of science. That I was still wary of it shamed me. That I was thinking of giving this gift back made me feel ungrateful.
Noah did not stop kissing me.
I lost my balance.
His arm held me up.
He knew even that.
I pressed into him.
He responded, reciprocated.
He did not stop kissing me.
I could not remember ever being kissed like that. I did not remember when a kiss was as good as fucking. When a kiss was as intimate as having a man inside me. No. More. More intimate. Noah breathed into me. I inhaled his breath. The rest of our bodies disappeared. The point of contact between us burned. I knew my lips would be bruised when we stopped. I only hoped his would be bruised just as badly. Months of long nights were in my mouth, spewing from me into him. My teeth gnashed into his, letting him know that he had waited too long to come back. I bit down on his lips, trying to punish him for taking me at my word. He had known better. I had counted on it. He had tricked me.
He bit back. He pushed back. He used his tongue like some kind of weapon, berating me for what I had prevented, castigating me for having kept us from being together before this. He inflicted the kiss on me. I accepted it as my sentence. I argued with my mouth. It had not been all my fault. He had not fought back. But he was fighting back now.
And then the pressure lifted. The lips became soft. The tongue teasing. The attack a caress. No, an apology. It waited for my apology back. I gave with my mouth opening wider for him, with my tongue stroking the inside of his cheeks. The kiss went on. Metamorphosing again into his invitation to me. A wordless inquiry to let him be in me. In this way and in other ways.
He put down his drink without breaking the kiss and led me to the couch, pulling me down with him. Still kissing me. Seconds went by. Minutes. How many? I don’t know.
This is the problem with romance or love or whatever word you want to use. It distorts reality. The rush of hormones tricks you into thinking you are feeling emotions. And if there are emotions mixed in with the hormones, the distortion is even more profound. The way it was with Noah.
I pulled away. Got up. I paced. He stayed on the couch. I felt a pinprick of disappointment but pushed it away. It was better that we had stopped the kiss. I sat down in the chair opposite him.
“I like this room. Those chairs are in great shape. Original Grange?”
Noah was also a connoisseur of antique furniture. The one time I’d gone to his place in Greenwich Village, I’d been amazed at the quality of his mission furnishings.
“Yes,” I said, nodding. My whole body was shivering, but I took a sip of my cold drink anyway, sucking on the ice, hoping it would numb my lips and extinguish the heat still burning inside my mouth.
“I liked seeing you at dinner the other night,” he said.
Damn. He wasn’t going to let me off the hook.
“So, this is a personal visit?”
“So you’ve put your armor back on.”
I shrugged. “I’m tired. I’m worried.”
“I know,” he said, with so much warmth that I felt it surround me and settle on my shoulders like a soft blanket. “Talk to me, Morgan.”
It was a more sexual and frankly erotic invitation than the long glissade of kisses had been. His words shot up inside me, making me clench my legs together to try to stop the instant and intense throb deep in my womb.
I, who knew exactly what to tell a patient, who could help people navigate the most complicated interpersonal relationships, had no idea what to say or how to think about this man and what he could arouse in me. I didn’t even know where to look. Into his eyes? Not if I wanted to get out of this encounter alive. He could swallow me up. He could water down my logic, reduce me to feelings.
“You are a bad man,” I said with a halfhearted laugh.
“Because I care about you even though you don’t want me to—or don’t think you want me to?”
“Don’t be clever. And don’t try to shrink me.”
“I wouldn’t dare.” He was teasing and for a minute I didn’t mind. For those sixty seconds, I wished that he wasn’t a detective and I wasn’t a therapist and I didn’t have any information about the case that I knew was keeping him up at night.
“Noah, what do you want? Why did you come here?”
“To have a drink. To sit here with you. To listen to you.”
It was a nice offer but I had to be on guard now—he was the line I could not cross. He was the temptation that Nina had so correctly warned me against.
I was a therapist. He was the police. He wanted to know what I could not tell him.
Except, I remembered, for one small thing. I’d gone there to help him. It wasn’t fair of me to be angry with him now because he’d shown up to find out what I was offering. Be it myself or help with his case.
He got up. Came to me. Bent over and kissed me again. My head was raised to his. His hands went into my hair and his fingertips moved against my scalp. He raised me up so that we were standing body to body, the whole length of each of us against the other. His lips did not stop moving, nor did mine. His hands left my hair, moved to my shoulders. Then he unbuttoned my sweater, and everywhere he touched my skin I became aware of nerve endings that I didn’t know existed. The tremors that overtook me shook him. He pulled back and gave me a smile that was as grateful as it was seductive. “Just from my fingers?” he whispered.
I nodded, thinking I could not have said anything even if I wanted to.
“Tell me,” he said.
I shook my head.
“Tell me,” he repeated.
I put my mouth up to his ear; he put the flat of his hand against my back. It burned. I was sure that in the morning I would be branded by his five fingers, that the red mark would never leave, that my skin would be scarred so badly I would be able to feel the ridges of the scarring.
“Tell me,” he said once more.
And my whispering began. Words I couldn’t hold back any more than I could have stopped him from touching me.
“I told you before. I don’t trust any of it. I’ve heard every awful thing I can imagine that two people can do to each other. The way that passion poisons. The way that this kind of feeling becomes so big that other things are crowded out. It makes women weak, Noah. I talk to them. I help them. I try to figure out ways for them to find themselves again after they have been swallowed whole by this kind of touching. By the exact same sensations that you are making me feel …”
He worked the clasp of my bra, pulled it off me, lowered his head to my chest and circled my nipple with his tongue.
“Don’t stop,” he said. Exactly what I was thinking. But he’d said it first. He wanted my words the way I wanted his touch.
“It’s not real. It’s too tempting. It’s fleeting. Don’t you see? It’s temporary. It won’t last like this. We will suck each other dry and all that will be left will be the memory of passion. And then we’ll try to live on that, to make that enough, and it won’t be, but neither of us will want to admit it.”
He had put my whole nipple in his mouth and was sucking on it. Acting out on my body exactly what my words suggested. The next second the warmth of his mouth was gone and the air was puckering my skin. One fingertip, slick with wetness from his mouth, made circles around and around my breast, teasing out more words.
“I will not do this, Noah. I can’t. I know better than this. I feel what you are doing and I keep hearing all the people who’ve been in my office, betrayed by this. Who have fallen for the exultation of this only to find out that it is a mirage.”
He didn’t ask me to stop talking. In fact, as he undressed he asked me questions. Wanting more.
“What do you tell the women? The ones who fall for this? The ones who want more of it? Who won’t let go of the hope that they’ll get it back?”
He was naked now. Erect. His whole body strong and supple. I looked at him, not even hearing the words as they came out of my mouth. “I help them find themselves again. To separate the feelings from the fears. To see where their own issues interfered with the intimacy of the relationship. To deal with their conflicts about wanting to be controlled and yet rebelling against it.”
He undressed me until, like him, I was naked, and he gave me that smile again. I’ve never met a man whose smile pulled at me like Noah’s did. It made promises; it reassured; it invited. It was a secret. A very different expression than the grin that he showed in public. This was a private face that was more naked than his body. He expressed joy—but a joy that was mingled with an acknowledgment of how tenuous any single moment was.
“Do you want me to control you?” he asked.
I shook my head.
“Do you want to control me?”
I shook my head again.
He lay down next to me. We were connected at a hundred different points. Slowly, his hands ran up and down my sides, warming my skin, electrifying it. I started to feel myself losing even more consciousness. I was trying to say words to him, to keep talking about the voices I heard in my head whenever I tried to get back to myself. About how difficult it was to get rid of my patients whenever I had tried to have sex. Before. Before the one time that Noah and I had been together. But I couldn’t. Not anymore. Every place on my body that he touched had become aroused. My skin was going to orgasm. Not inside of me, not up high where it was dark and oceanic and the waves of blood were pounding—but on the surface of my body. My shoulders, my neck, the small of my back, behind my knees, the tops of my thighs, the soles of my feet: all of these places were humming with sensation. Setting my body reverberating. The words were gone in the feeling. The voices had been drowned out by the simple sound of Noah’s breath, more hurried as the time went by. Matched by my breath in my own ears. Even more rushed than his.
“Morgan,” he said, so low that I wasn’t sure I’d heard it until he said it again. “Morgan.” As if he had found something he had known once but had lost.
 



Thirty-Seven
We lay on the couch afterward, wrapped in each other, stuck together from our sweat and the heat we were still generating. He kept kissing me. And I didn’t stop him. For a long time, I floated on his lips until the sensations calmed and I remembered who I was. And who I was with.
“If you will stay out of my head,” I said, pulling back, ending the kiss, not even realizing I had answered a question he had not asked out loud.
He nodded. Not in assent. Just in acknowledgment that he had heard me.
“That’s wrong, Morgan. You need me in your head. You need to be able to talk to me. You need me to be able to listen to you.”
“You can’t not push, can you?”
“You didn’t mind my pushing ten minutes ago.”
“Don’t,” I said. Despite his levity, I was scared. And, of course, he knew it. So he moved away, reached for the long-abandoned drink, took a long pull, then asked, “What is this, by the way?”
“Vodka, ice, lime juice.”
He nodded and took another long sip. “Not bad. See, you can cook.”
I smiled despite myself.
“Speaking of food …” Noah stood, pulled on his pants and went into my kitchen. I found him there after getting my robe. He had just opened the stove and, laughing, was pulling out the pathetic, once-frozen, now dried-out chicken entrée. He threw it into the garbage and said, “Real food, Morgan. You need to eat real food.”
He returned to the hallway and retrieved a plastic shopping bag that I hadn’t even seen him walk in with.
Back in the kitchen he withdrew packages and lined them up on the counter. Then he opened the cabinets and took out bowls and mixing spoons, a frying pan and a pot.
He put water on to boil. Cut two of the three lemons he’d brought and squeezed them into a measuring cup.
“Strainer?” he asked without turning around.
“Cabinet under the silverware drawer.”
I wanted to fight him. To get him out of there. And, just as strongly, I was so happy to sit down at the kitchen table and watch this impossibly sweet man cook for me that I didn’t know how to stop smiling. Just for tonight, I thought to myself, I will forget about what Nina warned me about; I will not worry about what is going to happen between Noah and me, not worry about the murders and the newspapers and the women in the Scarlet Society.
He opened a container of cream and poured it into a saucepan. After turning on the flame, he stirred it slowly. Watched it. Stirred it some more. After another minute, he poured in the lemon juice, stirred the liquids together, swirling them with a wire whisk, and then turned the flame down.
Listing the ingredients he assumed I had, he watched me as I pulled them out of the cabinets. Then, moving over to the sink, he unwrapped a package of fresh scallops and washed them in the sink, gently, careful not to bruise the white flesh. Just as tenderly, he patted them down with a paper towel. His long fingers picked up one glistening scallop at a time and slowly dredged it, giving it a fine coat of flour, salt and pepper. With a knife, he sliced off a knob of butter and set it in the pan to melt.
While he waited, he opened a bottle of wine and poured us each a glass. By then, the butter was sizzling and Noah added the scallops to the pan. His whole body was intent on cooking this meal. The same way it had been focused on every inch of our bodies that had been touching fifteen minutes before.
The dry, crisp white wine he’d brought was an excellent accompaniment to the delicately lemon-flavored pasta and sautéed scallops. The tastes worked off one another—the buttery and salty flesh of the seafood giving up their perfume, softened by pasta coated with the lush cream, spiked with the tart lemon juice. For a few minutes, I didn’t say anything but just luxuriated in the food.
Mixed in with my admiration of the detective’s skill was a little resentment. I didn’t want to admire him. Or look at his too blue eyes and strong cheekbones, or watch his hands bringing forkfuls of food up to his mouth and remember—
“Why are you really here?” I asked, knowing, sadly, what I was doing. Sabotaging a lovely night. But I didn’t have any choice, did I?
He frowned. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to talk about that until after I’d made coffee. Want to take back the question? You’re allowed to do that, you know. It’s part of the rules when I make dinner. People who ruin the mood are allowed to retract their words. You have thirty seconds.” He looked at his wristwatch.
“Wish I could. Why, Noah?”
“I came here hoping to find out that your visit to me at the station was a personal one. That after seeing me at dinner last week, you’d decided that you’d been wrong last June. That you regretted having stood me up and wanted to make amends and start over.”
I shook my head. “It wasn’t personal. I’m sorry.”
“Are you, really?” His voice was suddenly edged with sarcasm.
I hated hearing it and yet was relieved. I was back in control.
“Okay.” He gave a small sigh as if starting down this path was saddening him. “Why did you run out of the precinct then? You obviously came all the way downtown to see me. What made you change your mind?”
I shook my head. “Sorry, Noah. I can’t tell you that.”
“Can’t?”
Damn, I’d given too much away with one word. I’d forgotten how sharp he was, like a magnet that picked up the slightest sliver of iron from a bushel of wood.
“We’ve followed Betsy Young. We know she’s been to your office. I should have realized she wasn’t just there to interview you. So she’s a patient.”
“No. I don’t know Betsy Young. I told you that last week.” I was confused. Why had he brought up the reporter now?
“You told me she’d interviewed you.”
“Right. Over the phone.”
“You never saw her, never met her?”
“No, Noah. I already told you that.”
“If that’s true, why did your eyes widen a mile when you saw her in the hall?”
I didn’t say anything. I was too surprised. Betsy Young? No. The woman Noah had been escorting out of his office was Liz-without-a-last-name, from the Monday night Scarlet Society group, albeit with different hair.
Finally, I got it.
So that was why Betsy Young had called me to get a quote for her article on the first killing. She hadn’t thought of me because of my involvement in the Magdalene Murders at all.
Shelby Rush had told me that many of the women who belonged to the society slightly disguised themselves when they participated. I hadn’t questioned that. Of course they would. If they had any kind of public persona, they would want their participation in the society to be anonymous. And they couldn’t just show up in masks all the time. Hence wigs turning brown hair blond, sunglasses, hats. Certainly not all of them changed their appearances. But Betsy Young had.
“I thought she looked like someone I knew, Noah. Someone I didn’t expect to see there. It shook me up. I ran out. That’s it.”
“Is the person you saw with me a patient of yours, Morgan?”
“You know better than to even ask me that. If she were, I couldn’t tell you, anyway.”
“You’re right. And I don’t have to ask you. Because I already know. When I asked you why you ran out of the precinct, the first thing you said was I can’t tell you. Not I won’t tell you. Only one reason for that.”
He stood and picked up our plates. His shirt was unbuttoned and I looked away from his bare chest. Not wanting to think about his flesh now.
“Don’t do that, Noah. I’ll clean up after you go.”
“So, I’ve been dismissed?”
“I don’t know what you expect of me. You come over here to seduce me and once that’s done you switch gears and start digging to get information that might help your case. How am I supposed to deal with all of that?” It was all I could manage not to scream. This had happened to us before. We’d gotten our roles mixed up. We’d crossed the line, and now I’d let it happen again. What was wrong with me?
I grabbed the plates—my plates—out of his hands. “This is my house. You can’t come in here and take over. Uninvited. You can’t.”
The dishes sounded as if they had shattered as I dropped them into the sink. I didn’t look to see if they had.
“You’re right,” he said in a low voice that curled around me like his arms had before.
Damn him for that, too. The easiest way to defuse someone’s anger is to apologize. And I couldn’t afford to have my anger defused. It was the only way I could get him a safe distance away.
I went back to the table to get the glasses and utensils. When I came back, Noah was standing at the sink filling my teakettle with water. In four steps I was by his side, pulling the kettle out of his hands and managing to splash myself and him with a wide arc of water.
“Glad that was still cold,” he said.
“This isn’t your kitchen!” I shouted. “I told you that.”
“What are you so mad about? You love my cooking. I remember that you loved my coffee, too. I even bought chicory.”
There was a whole subtext to what he was saying that I didn’t want to hear, because after he left, when I was alone again, I didn’t want to think about what else he’d implied.
He retrieved the kettle out of my hands before I realized what he was doing and finished filling it up.
“Noah, I’m asking you to get out of here. To leave me alone. And to give me back my goddamn kettle.”
Ignoring me, he put it on the stove, turned on the burner and proceeded to fill the French press with some freshly ground espresso beans that he’d also brought with him.
“You might as well just sit down and relax, because I haven’t had any coffee yet and I’m not leaving until I do. You know that about me.”
His arrogance infuriated me. He laughed. The New Orleans accent even affected his laugh. The peals were long and drawn out, like his words, like his legs, like his fingers. I turned away. I did not want to look at him anymore. I did not want to feel my insides bubbling up again.
I didn’t succeed.
Meanwhile, Noah took a pastry box out of the bag he’d brought with him, opened it and put the contents on a plate.
The raspberries glistened in their flaky tart crust.
“You can’t throw me out. I brought your favorite dessert.”
“You can’t know that. How do you know that?”
“You told me. Did you forget?”
I didn’t answer him.
The kettle started to sing and Noah returned to the stove to finish making the coffee.
“Take these,” he said, handing me the plate and two forks. He brought the French press and two mugs.
As he arranged everything on the table, he said, “You don’t have to tell me anything, Morgan. But you have to listen to me. There’s nothing stopping me from giving you information about this case.”
“Why would you want to do that?” The glistening raspberries were impossible to resist.
“Humor me.”
My fork slipped in between two berries, through the custard, and crunched into the crust.
“No. Explain.”
“Because I think you’re involved. I believe that Betsy Young is your patient and I am afraid that, by treating her, you could put yourself in danger. And that if or when that happens, you won’t come to me for help because of your professional integrity. Which, by the way, I think is very sexy no matter how infuriating it is. If I keep you informed, you will at least be able to protect yourself. And if, at some point, this case reaches a stage that’s dangerous enough that you won’t have to keep your information confidential, you might come to me.”
I lifted the fork to my mouth. The smooth and crunchy textures battled for prominence. The combined but distinct flavors of buttery crust, tart berries and sweet cream were a perfect excuse for me not to say anything.
Regardless of the words, no matter the conversation, Noah and I were spinning. We fluttered around each other like butterflies preparing to mate. They dance, they flirt, they advance and retreat. Some species, when they finally do perform coitus, stay locked together for as many as a dozen hours.
“One day,” Noah said in a voice so low I had to lean forward to hear him, “you’ll stop fighting me.”
“You’re so sure.” I had tried for a tone of voice that would suggest irritation.
“And you’re happy that I am.”
Obviously, I’d failed. I didn’t answer. I wasn’t ready to. And this time, Noah didn’t push.
Once we were finished, we left the table and moved into the living area. Noah took the chair near the window, making clear his intention to continue the serious part of the conversation.
“We don’t have anything. Perez and I are flying blind. Shit, we can’t even find the damn bodies, Morgan. It’s a crisis situation the likes of which neither of us has ever dealt with. I need something. A connection between the men. A suggestion in one of the shots to indicate where the hell those bodies are. Just one reason that the killer wants the stories to break in the paper first.”
“I noticed something odd in the photos in your office.”
He nodded.
I continued, speaking slowly, thinking out exactly how to phrase my sentences. I didn’t question why I had finally decided to speak. Did not allow myself to doubt my decision. I was not betraying any confidence. I had not been told what I was going to tell him by any of my patients.
“The bottom of the men’s feet are dirty.”
He nodded.
“There are dozens of particles, scratches, rough spots, and there are the red numbers. But there was also a … mole … or a piece of dirt on Philip Maur’s right foot, just where the number started. And there was something similar on Timothy Wheaton’s right foot. Almost in the exact same place. At first, I just thought it was more dirt. But how could both men have a speck of dirt in precisely the same place?”
“That’s something either Perez or I should have noticed.”
“I could be wrong.”
He got up. Urgent now.
I was barely able to breathe. Over and over in my mind I repeated what I’d just said, satisfying myself that I hadn’t broken any confidence, just pointed out something I’d noticed. Besides, I didn’t know what the mark was. I hadn’t asked the women in my group. There would have been no way to explain that I’d seen the photographs that close up, for one thing. It was only my guess that a group like the Scarlet Society would engage in some kind of ritualistic behavior and brand their men.
He walked to the front door. I followed. “I’ve been living with those photographs. I’ve looked at them a hundred times.” He sounded as if he had betrayed himself. He grabbed his raincoat off the hook in the hallway and shrugged into it. Once more, he hesitated before walking back to me.
“I didn’t want to have to leave tonight,” he said as he bent down and softly, as if he were a butterfly alighting on my lips, kissed me.
My center didn’t hold. I felt weightless and lost for a moment. And then, just when the feelings would have become too intense, he pulled away, smiled at me with an expression that I would think about for days, and walked out.
 



Thirty-Eight
After Noah left, I retrieved the tape that Shelby Rush had given me and watched it once more. This time I was not curious about the rituals of the group; I was searching for Liz. Was she Betsy Young? Both names were nicknames for Elizabeth. It was possible that either the blond hair she sported in the therapy sessions or the brown hair I’d seen at the police station was a wig. Many of the women who belonged to the Scarlet Society disguised themselves, and that wasn’t illegal. They had a right to their privacy and to keep their sexual predilections a secret.
That a woman in the group had gone to the police didn’t bother me. In fact, I’d asked the group the day before to consider doing just that.
What I was having a hard time understanding was that a woman who’d taken an oath to keep the society a secret was also the reporter who had broken the news of the members’ deaths. It was clearly a conflict of interest.
The only ethical way for a reporter to handle being in her position was to disclose it to her editor, take her chances, and hope her boss would let her cover the stories despite the collision of her professional and personal lives.
Had she done that?
If she had, wouldn’t the editor have taken her off the story?
Certainly, she hadn’t written about the men’s involvement with the society in her stories. And from what Noah had told me, she had not disclosed it to the detectives working the case.
Why?
To hold something back from the authorities in case she needed ammunition? To protect the society? And if that was the reason, if she was keeping her promise to the society, then what was she doing writing the stories?
On the tape, the auction continued. Even if she were in this crowd, I wasn’t sure I’d recognize her. Most of the women were wearing masks. Timothy stepped forward on the makeshift stage. I’d seen this footage before. It made me more sad this time than it had the other day.
Was it simply a coincidence that the killer was confessing through a reporter who belonged to the society? But I didn’t believe in coincidences. So Betsy Young aka Liz had to have been chosen to break the stories precisely because she was a member of the society.
But why?
On the screen, Tim left the stage with the woman who had won him.
At that moment the phone rang.
“Hello.”
“Morgan, I’d like you to come down and see what we found,” Noah said. “I’m sending a car for you.”
 



Thirty-Nine
For the second time in five hours, a rookie cop escorted me to the office at the end of the hall. I wondered how one night could last so long.
“Detective Jordain said he’d be right with you, Dr. Snow.”
I sat down in the chair opposite Noah’s and stared at the wall I’d seen a week earlier. The collage was different: a new layer of photographs, of another man, had been added. I wanted to turn away but I couldn’t help staring.
Chicory-spiked coffee perked in the pot and a few beignets, covered in powdered sugar, sat on a white china plate that was definitely not police department issue. It made me smile despite my surroundings. Then my attention was drawn back to the wall. Mixed in with the photographs of the three dead men were papers, notes, newspaper articles and maps. Knowing Jordain, there had to be some kind of logic to the way the ephemera had been arranged, but I couldn’t figure it out.
The men were so pale. You’d think they were asleep, except living people’s skin is never that color. Looking at death is disturbing. But with the added insult of the sexual focus, it was also distasteful. Humiliating.
“How did you see those marks?” Noah asked as he walked in, holding a thick stack of photos. I smelled something sharp, chemical. But couldn’t place it.
“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “It must just be that I’m shorter than the two of you. When I’m sitting here, the shots of the feet are at my eye level. I focused on them. They’re too low for the two of you.”
“We had enlargements done of all of the backgrounds on every single shot—searching for something, anything, to tell us where the bodies are. And we enlarged all the full-body shots … but …” He was shaking his head in disbelief, still trying to understand his oversight. “Anyway. You were right.”
He walked over to the coffee. “Do you want some?”
“No.” It was going to be well after midnight by the time I got home. I had to be up at six. I couldn’t afford to overdo the caffeine or else I’d just lie there obsessing about Liz or Betsy or whatever I should be calling her. And about Noah.
It was surreal to be sitting in his office just hours after we’d made love in my apartment. Nothing intimate between us now—just the disquieting photographs.
“Here, take a look.” Noah laid out half a dozen blowups of the three men’s feet. As he was doing that, Perez and Butler came in. I’d met them both before and we exchanged greetings.
From the looks of both of them, Noah had called them back to work after they’d gone home.
“Just in time,” Noah said to them. “Get some coffee, pull up a seat.” He waited until everyone was gathered around the desk.
“Look.” He said it slow and drawn out, making it sound like two words, not one.
In the first set of photos the feet were life size. This alone made me shudder. When an image is diminutive, even if you know you are looking at someone who is dead, there is a disconnection because of the size. You can be horrified but it’s more of an intellectual horror.
As I stared at the full-size feet with red numbers drawn on them like graffiti marring a marble wall, my eyes blurred. I wanted to turn away and protect myself from the images, knowing I wouldn’t be able to forget them.
The next group of enlargements offered some relief. Each showed only four inches of a man’s right foot. Just an abstract canvas with markings on it. These could have been hanging on the wall of a conceptual art gallery in Chelsea, waiting for some brave collector to snap them up. Now that we were looking at the feet out of context, everyone saw what I had noticed.
There was a brown, circular mole. In the same spot on each foot.
Noah slapped another set of shots down on the table. Now the mole, and half an inch around it, had been blown up to fifteen or twenty times its size.
Clearly, it was not a freckle. Not a mole. It wasn’t even brown anymore, but deep bloodred.
Scarlet, with black mixed in.
“It’s a tattoo,” Butler said, shocked.
“Are those intertwined snakes?” Perez asked, speaking over her.
Noah didn’t respond to either of them. He was looking at me, because I was looking at those same images and had not said a word, not asked a single question.
I didn’t have to.
I was the only person in the room who knew exactly what I was seeing. What appeared to the others to be a circle of snakes was two S’s, one flopped and overlapping the other. Two Ss for the Scarlet Society. And to someone as smart as Jordain, my not asking a question or making a guess was suspicious.
 



Forty
The photographer arranged the lights.
Harsh white lights.
Hard to see anything but the glare. Not the face. Not the person. Just the bright white lights. And the voice coming from behind the camera.
“You look more forlorn in this kind of light. No filters to soften or flatter. But I don’t have any need to show you off or make you look good. That isn’t the purpose of these photographs. Fear is. The kind that wakes you up at four-forty in the morning, when it is still dark, and prevents you from doing anything but lying in bed, tossing and turning, trying to find a cool spot on the pillow, but knowing even if you do, it won’t matter. The worry and anxiety is too deep to let you fall asleep again.”
Bruce Levin blinked. It was sinking in. He wasn’t dead yet. But he didn’t feel right. He tried to get his eyes to open wider, to make some sense of where he was, but he couldn’t. Someone was touching his chest. His thighs. The fingers felt like ice streaking across his skin. God he was cold. It occurred to him that he must be naked. He couldn’t understand that, either.
“Don’t worry,” the photographer said to him. Or at least he assumed it was the photographer because he could see a camera looking down at him.
Bruce couldn’t answer. There was something in his mouth.
His mouth?
His mouth was full of—what? It was tasteless and had wicked every drop of saliva from the inside of his cheeks and his tongue.
“Nothing will hurt. As long as you don’t try to fight me. I don’t like fighting.” A laugh.
What was so funny? he thought. What kind of lunatic had brought him here and tied him up? More important, why? If he knew why, maybe he could figure out how to get free. But he couldn’t think—not think straight, anyway. He wasn’t sure if it was morning or night or how long he’d been here or even where he’d been before he was here. What had happened? Had there been an accident? Had he been hurt? Were there bandages in his mouth?
Bruce tried to concentrate on that. He was someone who could always figure things out. Complicated things. But now it was as if part of his memory had been cut out. That had to be the drugs. But what drugs? He’d taken his share of drugs when he was in college, but nothing made him feel this sick.
It took a huge effort but he managed to open his eyes. And this time he could see just a little bit more. It would have been better if he hadn’t, since what he saw were hospital gurneys with shapes on them. Silent shapes. Naked. Pale. Freezing. How could he know that? He couldn’t. But the air around him was so icy, he was so cold, those shapes had to be equally frigid.
The light glaring off the steel edges of the scissors blinded him. Christ, that hurt! But he fought against the pain. At least it was distinct. At least it wasn’t hazy the way everything else was. The scissors were coming toward him, toward his face … closer … and closer … and he thought, I should prepare myself for this, but how?
The fear now was so deep that it was inside of his chest and forcing his heart to race. Christ, he could hear the beating, and then the scissors moved toward his forehead.
Involuntarily, even though he made a big effort not to, he closed his eyes.
That’s when Bruce heard the sound. It made no sense given the rest of what was going on around him. Blades. Cutting. But cutting what? A swish and hiss and after that the sandpaper sound of hair being shorn. His hair.
Why would anyone want his hair?
He was dreaming about someone he’d had sex with once. Someone whose body he knew as well as his own, but only the body. It was better to fuck strangers and not know what they were upset about or what their bosses had said to them that morning, and not have to worry about when they would start to expect more: more words, more actions, more commitments.
He liked his partners to tell him what they wanted him to do with their bodies. It put them in charge. And he liked that because he didn’t have to use his imagination on how to please them. They told him. And by doing so, they took away the one aspect of sex that was the most dangerous as far as he was concerned.
Women fell in love with you, not because of who you really were, but because of the fantasy you fit. They kept silent and selfish about what they wanted, so you made it up as you went along, and God forbid if you guessed right, you bypassed go and became some fucking sort of hero. And then the only place you could go was down.
But this way, they made the rules. The women made you move right or left or up or down or lick or suck or bite or come or wait, and there was never the next morning when they’d look at you with their sloppy lovesick eyes and tell you that they had been waiting for you for a long time.
Because this way, you were no more to them than a dildo come to life.
He was hard.
Christ, in this place?
Tied to this steel bed?
Freezing his nuts off and scared out of his mind, he had enough blood running through his veins for some drug-induced dream to give him a hard-on?
No.
It was the gloved hand that was stroking him. Shit. The photographer’s hand sliding up and down the shaft of his penis, slower and faster and slower, and his body was responding as if none of this horror existed at all.
He knew that there wasn’t much connection between his cock and his brain. Hadn’t that been proved to him hundreds of times? But this was even more insane. This time it wasn’t just that his brain wasn’t engaged, it was that his brain should have been fighting this obscene seduction. His brain should be preventing the erection. And it couldn’t.
The tongue flicked out and licked him. Like a very aggressive cat. One long lick. A short one. A long one.
How could he let this happen? The inertia was hard to fight. Despite wanting to stop what was happening, the feeling in his groin was pleasure. It was the feeling in his stomach that he couldn’t stand. The anxiety that wasn’t abating even with the expert combination blow job and hand job he was getting.
Abruptly, it stopped.
Right in the middle of the massage. It ended with a laugh. Low and deep and crude. No words needed to be spoken in order for him to translate that laugh. It mocked him and his penis. It reduced him to the most basic animal, denounced his brain and his talent.
“That’s all you get.”
He shivered.
So that was it. Cut my hair, suck my dick, photograph me, and after that, when you are good and ready, you’ll kill me. He felt nausea rise in his throat and hoped he would throw up and choke on it. At least then he could cheat this monster out of the pleasure of killing him—because surely that was the ultimate high here. Sex games, mutilation and finally murder.
The nausea rose again, came up higher, and after that receded, leaving an acid burn down the back of his throat.
Please, he begged some God he didn’t know. Wasted thoughts. Whoever the fuck God was, he wasn’t in here listening.
Please, make it quick. Make it quick. And painless.
That was when he heard the popping noise—the last noise, he thought, he would ever hear again.
 



Forty-One
My visit to Nicky and Daphne that Thursday started off badly.
The two of them were sitting on opposite sides of the room, not looking at each other and not looking at me.
Sometimes you really can smell emotions. I’ve always thought that the body emits scent to warn other members of a group—the way that wild animals do.
In that pretty sunroom, filled with the benign still lifes of fruit and flowers Daphne had painted before she’d discovered her talent for the male nude, I smelled fear, anger and lust.
It was an effort to get them to tell me what had happened before I got there.
“Why don’t you want to talk about it?” I asked Daphne first.
“Because no matter what I tell you, Nicky is going to twist it.”
“How about you let me worry about that.”
She got up and walked to a hanging basket that held an oversized fern. I watched her pinch off a dead, withered frond. “Daphne?”
She turned, playing with the feathery and brittle leaf.
“I think it would be a good idea if you stayed seated. I know this is your house and that it seems normal to you to get up and move around, but it would be beneficial if, during our sessions, you remained seated. Just as if you and Nicky were in my office in the city.”
Without saying anything, she sat down in the same spot on the end of the settee. She didn’t look at Nicky. He didn’t look at her.
“Daphne, you were going to tell me what happened before I got here.”
She sighed. “Nicky tried to get me to have sex with him.”
“Tried?” Nicky blurted out. Then he looked at me. “She came to the door ready for me. She ordered me to go upstairs with her. She knows that I respond to that kind of talk.”
“You see?” Daphne said. “He’s twisting it.”
“Daphne. What happened when Nicky came to the door? How did you feel?”
“I was happy to see him. I love him. I want him here.” She was shredding the fern into small fragments, letting them drop onto the pristine floor.
“Okay. So he came inside. You felt good about him being here. What happened then? Did you kiss him hello?”
“Of course I did. He’s still my husband.”
“She opened her lips. It wasn’t a simple kiss. She’s not telling you that.”
I shifted in my seat so that I was facing Nicky now. “It might be better if you let Daphne tell me what happened first. Without interrupting her. After she’s finished, you can tell me what you think happened. Do you see there’s a benefit to working that way?”
“Yes. I do want to work this out. But she’s playing games with me and—”
“Nicky?”
He stopped talking, took a deep breath, blew the air out of his mouth and settled back on the couch, prepared finally to let Daphne tell her version of the story.
The two stories they told were, not surprisingly, very different. Daphne’s version was that Nicky made it clear as soon as he got there that if she wanted him to make love to her, he would be happy to accommodate her. She’d agreed and taken him upstairs. They had embraced. Begun to undress. He’d taken off his shirt. That’s when she saw the scratches on his back.
“I asked him if he’d been to the society in the past few weeks. He lied and said no. At least, at first he did. He just wanted to have sex. He didn’t care about the rules. About the promises. About how I felt about it.”
When it was Nicky’s turn, he said that Daphne had not asked him if he’d been to the society outright. She’d tricked him into telling her a lie of omission. And that was not the same thing as outright lying.
“What do you mean, a lie of omission?”
“She didn’t ask me if I’d been to the society. She asked me if I loved her. I told her I did. Then she asked me if I really deserved to be let back into her bed. She didn’t tell me that she’d seen the scratches. She set me up.”
“He is taking his life in his hands every day that he goes back there,” Daphne interrupted. “I know it and he knows it. But he’s got some crazy death wish.”
By the time the session was over, I’d managed to get them to stop reacting to each other’s accusations and to allow each other to express anger. If they didn’t at least do that, I explained, they’d continue to respond with knee-jerk reactions and their resentments would just keep growing.
“Before I go, Daphne, instead of using the old language, tell Nicky how you feel.”
“I’m scared for him,” Daphne said.
Nicky looked at her, smiled, and told her that mattered to him a lot. “I’m careful. Nothing is going to happen to me,” he said.
“Do you really think that Philip wasn’t careful?” Tears were running down her cheeks. “Or Tim?”
Putting her head in her hands, Daphne wept.
Nicky got up, went to her and took her in his arms. He held her and let her cry and rubbed her back and smoothed her hair.
I wished that I could do more and do it faster. Not for the first time as a therapist, and not for the last, I wished that I had more to work with than words and insight. I wanted a magic wand that I could wave over this couple so that they could act on the positive feelings they had for each other instead of tormenting themselves with desires and needs that were only keeping them apart.
 



Forty-Two
Despite having promised Dulcie that I wouldn’t go to Boston for the opening of The Secret Garden, I couldn’t stay home. I’d rented a car and left the city Saturday morning.
The fall leaves were blazing as I drove up the Merritt Parkway through Connecticut. The sky was cloudless and a pure cerulean blue, and the sun filtering through the trees made the countryside shimmer. But it was hard to let go of everything I was thinking and just enjoy the foliage or the day.
I hadn’t planned on going.
After she left with Mitch at six-thirty that morning, I went into the den, pulled out the wooden table that held a chunk of rose quartz that I had been chiseling for the past six months, put on my goggles and went to work chipping away at the stone.
It was only a hobby but usually it soothed me. Once, I’d hoped I had talent. That was before I found out what real talent was. I’d been introduced to sculpting when my father had remarried. Krista is a successful sculptor who shows once a year at a prestigious gallery on Fifty-seventh Street. Her work mesmerized me when I first met her, and taking my interest as a way to bond with me, she’d offered to teach me. I was only twelve, but I loved everything about the stone and the process and the tools. I was fascinated with the idea that the job of the sculptor—as Krista had described it—was to find the shapes hidden inside the rocks, waiting to be unearthed.
When I’m faced with a situation that makes me seek out the comfort of a mother figure, I first think of the woman who passed away in a drunken stupor when I was eight, who I had tried to save every day until she finally gave in to her weakness, or I thought of Nina, who had stepped in that same day, wrapped me up in her strong arms and never let me go.
Yet the bond between my stepmother and me was real, too, born of the stone and sustained by my love of the hobby I’d never given up.
That morning, excavating the sleeping form of a young child from a block of rose quartz didn’t keep my mind occupied. I put down the mallet and chisel, called for a rental car, packed a bag and started to figure out what to say to Dulcie when I got to Boston.
About an hour and a half out of Manhattan, I pulled off the highway in Westport, Connecticut, and drove into town to get something to eat. It was twelve-thirty. The show wasn’t until eight that night. Boston was only another three hours away. I had plenty of time.
Sitting in the local Starbucks, with a latte and a piece of pumpkin-walnut bread, I went over my decision again. By going up to Boston I was breaking my word to my daughter. But how could I stay away? This was her first professional performance. She was so nervous. I was so concerned. Even if I stood in the back and never told her I was there, I had to go.
How upset would Dulcie be if she saw me there?
I was on a seesaw. Torn between turning back and going forward. Neither direction seemed the right one, and then my cell phone rang.
“Hello?”
“Dr. Snow? It’s Pam.”
Pam was the operator who worked the phone service for the institute on weekends and evenings and called when there was any kind of off-hour emergency with a patient. “Hi, Pam.” My voice was already tight while I waited for her news.
“You just got a phone call. From a patient of yours. She only gave me her first name—Liz. She said it’s an emergency and it’s really critical that she talk to you.”
 



Forty-Three
An emergency request for an appointment from a patient who was somehow connected to the deaths of three men was as good an excuse as I could think of to get into the car and head back to New York.
I could be a responsible doctor and keep my promise to my daughter. While I knew the wrenching pain I felt backing the car out of the lot and heading south instead of north would stay with me, at least I wouldn’t have to see the look of disappointment in Dulcie’s eyes when she saw me at the play that night.
Since she had her blond wig on, the woman who was waiting for me was Liz. I was glad. I preferred for us to stick with a member of the group I knew, as opposed to the reporter I had never met.
She sat down on the couch; I took my seat. “What’s wrong?” There was no reason to waste any time.
It was midafternoon and the sunshine filtered through the leaves outside my windows and made a pattern on the rug that shifted and changed each time the wind blew. Liz sat staring at it. Not saying anything. With her was a manila envelope that she clutched to her chest, desperately, the way I had once clutched my daughter to my own chest when she was sick with fever and I waited, panicked, in our doctor’s office to find out what was wrong with her.
“Now there is a fourth man …” she said.
“When did you find out?”
“Early this morning.”
“Have you told the police?”
She nodded and then frowned. “Why were you at the police station the other night?”
“Why is that relevant?”
“Because I need to know I can trust you. That you aren’t telling them about the group.”
“I’m not.”
“So why were you there?”
“Liz, why did you want to see me today? What is the emergency?”
“How do I know I can trust you?”
“I don’t know how to convince you other than to tell you that I take privilege very seriously.”
“You are implying that I don’t.”
I hadn’t said anything that should have made her say that. “Is there a reason that I should question your ethics?”
Her laugh was not jovial or kind, but rather slightly hysterical and panicked. “Of course there is. You are the only person who knows that I am not only the reporter who is getting these monstrous packages, but that I belong to the same sex club as the men who are being murdered.”
“That’s something that is bothering you?”
She stood up. Now the knuckles that held the package to her chest were white.
“Please sit down,” I said.
She didn’t. “Is it something that is bothering me? Are you crazy? Of course it is. I haven’t slept for days. I am breaking rules at the paper. I am breaking my word to the Scarlet Society. And both you and the police think that I’m the one who is killing these men.”
“Please sit down.” I was using the softest voice that I could. She was in crisis. Her whole body was trembling and she was slightly out of breath. Before we could have any kind of conversation, I had to calm her down. “I can help you if you’ll just sit down so we can talk through what’s bothering you.”
She continued to stand, staring at me for ten, twenty, then thirty seconds, the only change the quickness of her breath and the look in her eyes, which deepened and became more troubled.
If she was in any way responsible, she was dangerous. And as one of the only people who knew about her complicity, I might be in danger. Was this woman capable of killing three—no, she had just told me four—men?
This was not the first time that I worried about my own safety with my patients, but usually I wasn’t alone at the institute on a Saturday afternoon. Usually, there were people in the hall and if I screamed someone would come running. But no one was outside and I had nothing at hand to subdue her with if she became violent.
I stood, took one step toward her, and another.
She didn’t move.
I took another step. We were within a foot of each other. I was looking in her face, but I could see her hands in my field of vision and they were still clutching the envelope. If she moved either hand to reach for something, anything else—a weapon?—I’d know and I’d have a split second to disengage her. I’d studied self-defense. I’d taken my daughter to classes, too. It was just smart to learn what to do. I could take Liz without any trouble as long as I kept my composure. As long as I kept my eyes on her hands.
“Why don’t you sit down, Liz?”
“Betsy!” She yelled.
It was so sudden I almost overreacted, but I am trained to deal with someone in the midst of a psychotic break. Was that what this was? Years of work had prepared me for it. What was surprising was how few times I had witnessed it, considering the number of patients I dealt with.
“My Fucking Name Is Betsy!”
“Betsy. Betsy, I want you to sit down.” I took her arm firmly in my hand and gently forced her down. She allowed me to seat her, and, that done, I pried her fingers apart and took the envelope out of her hands.
The minute I had it in my grasp, her whole body relaxed and her face crumpled into despair. The fury was dispelled. At least for the moment.
“I killed those men,” she said. And then buried her face in her hands.
 



Forty-Four
Detectives Jordain and Perez were sitting in an unmarked navy-blue sedan across the street from the Butterfield Institute. The morning had started with a call from their officer who was working the mail shift at the New York Times. Betsy Young had gotten a fourth correspondence from Delilah.
The man in the photographs had been reported missing five days earlier. Bruce Levin was a celebrity real estate developer whose name was almost as well known as the people he brokered luxury apartments for. It helped that he had been married to a top model, with whom he’d fathered a pair of twins. The divorce had been in all the tabloids because of the exorbitant demands his wife was making and the claims she made about how much she spent on her children.
Like the other three packages, this one included a lock of Levin’s hair in a small plastic bag and three photographs, all taken from the same angles as the previous shots. There were the same ligature marks around his wrists and ankles.
And as they expected it would be, the number 4 was painted in red on the soles of both of his feet.
What was different was the reporter’s demeanor when she arrived at the precinct house. She’d written up her article and had brought it with her to the station house.
Previously, she’d been very professional, slightly nervous, clearly disturbed, but in control. Even to the point of being angry at Jordain and Perez for holding the articles too long—according to her—for not letting her reveal everything that was in the packages, and for insisting the Times not print all the photographs.
Betsy Young’s star at the paper had risen in the weeks since she broke the story about Philip Maur, and with it, her attitude had become more strident.
Except that morning she had been subdued and completely shaken. Once the meeting was over, Perez offered to have a car take her back to the Times, which she agreed to. She was clearly too upset to think through why he was offering: that it would be even easier to tail her if she were in a cop car.
She’d gone back to work, stayed for three hours, and then taken a cab to the Butterfield Institute, getting out of the taxi with a different color hair than she’d had getting in. The detectives had talked about the wig and tried to come up with a reason for it. Like everything else in this case, the reporter’s hair change made no sense.
Perez sipped at his coffee. They’d been in the car so long it was lukewarm. Jordain had finished his already but wished he’d bought two cups. They might be there for a while.
“We are so cold on this one I need a winter coat,” Jordain said.
“I’m not as sure about that as you are.”
“I’m betting she is not our Delilah. All I’m hoping at this point is that she knows who is, and might lead us to him.”
“Well, something’s going on. She’s the most important crime reporter in the city right now, and that is more motive than anyone else we can think of.”
“Talk about willing to do anything to get ahead, that’s—” He was interrupted by his cell phone.
“Jordain,”
“It’s Butler. I’ve got the information you wanted.”
Jordain mouthed the police officer’s name to Perez. “Good, go ahead. I’m waiting with bated breath.”
“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you guys, but I came up with absolutely nothing on Young being linked romantically with the last victim.”
“Let me guess,” he said wearily. “It’s the same as with the other three. You talked to business partners, friends, doormen, and did some quick phone-record searches. No calls from our new Samson to Young’s home number, cell number or office.”
Perez shook his head after Jordain had filled him in on Butler’s investigation. “Maybe she didn’t know them. Maybe she saw them somewhere and for some reason targeted these four men—stalked them. Maybe she tried to date them and they all rejected her.”
“And then she drugged them and killed them to exact her revenge? She’s a perfectly normal-looking woman—even if she’s a little pugnacious and aggressive—no reason to assume she’s that hard up for a social life that if a guy said no, she’d go to this extreme. No, if this is tied in any way to her, it’s the career thing.”
A woman walking an apricot-colored miniature poodle stopped alongside the car while her dog sniffed at the sidewalk. She glanced into the window, saw the two men talking to each other, but didn’t focus on them. Jordain watched her without looking directly in her face.
“Have we found out if there’s another exit to the building?”
Perez shook his head. “Most buildings in the city don’t have one. If this one does, and if she used it, it would mean she knows we are on her tail. So, do we get out and check and risk bumping into her, or do we wait? And how long do we wait?”
“Most sessions last forty-five minutes. We’ve got a ways to go.”
“Do they ever let a patient go more than a hour?”
“Morgan would if it was important. If the patient was in crisis. She’d break a rule like that.”
“But not break a rule for us?”
“She’s got integrity.”
“Oh, is that what she’s got?”
Jordain arched his eyebrows.
“Come on, partner, I’ve known you long enough to be able to tell when you are interested in someone. Christ, I’ve been waiting for that to happen.”
“Well, give it up.”
“I’ve seen the two of you in a room together and—”
“I’m hungry,” Jordain interrupted. “Do you have one of those nutrition bars you’re always eating instead of real food?”
 



Forty-Five
After Betsy blurted out that she was responsible for the deaths of all four men, she sat there, head in hands, while I opened the envelope and inspected the contents. I’d seen so many photos like these at the police station I should have been inured to them, but the new shots made me sick to my stomach, and when I saw the red number 4 on the new man’s feet, my head started to pound. “Betsy?”
She looked up. “They wouldn’t be dead if I’d told the police about the Scarlet Society.”
“What would you have told the police?”
“How can you sound so calm? You don’t sound as if you care.”
“Why do you think that?”
“You can’t care about them—you didn’t know them.”
“But you did, didn’t you? You had sex with them and talked to them.”
She nodded.
“Did you care about them?”
“I cared about Bruce Levin.”
I nodded, not surprised that Betsy had known this last man better than the others. Something had brought her to me.
“But I killed him.”
“How?”
“I didn’t do anything to protect him.”
“Actually, you did. You wrote articles that were picked up on every television station and in every newspaper in the country. All the men involved in the Scarlet Society heard or read that news and should have been careful. Extra careful.”
“I thought that, too. But they weren’t, were they?”
“Or if they were, it wasn’t careful enough.”
“I can’t go to the police.”
“I didn’t ask you to,” I said. “But you think I should.”
“Betsy, I didn’t say that. Do you think you should?”
“I can’t. I took an oath to the society.”
“But surely if you can prevent someone’s death by revealing that information—”
“It’s more complicated than that,” she said.
She didn’t have to tell me. I was as conflicted as she was. “Tell me.”
“It’s not just about the society. I tell the police, I will most likely get fired from the Times.”
“Why?”
“If it were revealed that I knew about the society—was involved in the society—and that I kept that information from both the authorities and the paper …” She didn’t finish the sentence.
I waited, and when she clearly wasn’t going to resume speaking, I asked her what she had stopped herself from saying.
“I’d have to recuse myself from writing the rest of the stories and I can’t do that. Not yet. It would be professional suicide.”
“You have a stellar career, don’t you? You’ve won Pulitzer Prizes. Would this cancel all that out?”
“You don’t understand. It’s not about avoiding getting into trouble. I’ve waited twenty years to get this kind of front-page space day after day. I can’t possibly walk away from it now.”
“It sounds like you’ve made up your mind.”
“I’ve never equivocated on my decision.”
“So why are you here?”
I could tell from the expression on her face that she hadn’t expected that question. But blunt questions work in my favor. Not because I always expect to get truthful answers—patients lie to themselves and to me all too often. No, it was that unless you are a trained actor you don’t know what your face is showing. Only the most devious and accomplished liars are practiced enough to control all of their facial expressions.
I can see pupils dilate or shrink. Can see lips tremble or sweat pop out on the forehead. Can hear an involuntary intake of breath. Or notice the pulse quicken by focusing on a prominent vein on the neck. Swallowing, gulping, blinking, squinting—all proclaim the lie.
Betsy wasn’t a trained actress and she was acting guilty. Depending on the question, she couldn’t meet my glance. Despite the cool fall air blowing through the window, wisps of hair were stuck to her damp forehead. She picked at a hangnail, kept crossing and uncrossing her feet at the ankles. Her mouth was dry—I could hear that.
Was she letting me witness her guilt on purpose? Was her confession about the smaller crime offered to distract me from thinking she was capable of the larger one? Was I supposed to believe that anyone struggling with her conscience this way over the infraction of not admitting to knowing these men could not be the killer? If I were convinced she was distraught about the minor role she had played in this drama, then I might not wonder if she’d had an even bigger role.
But I did wonder.
I was all too aware that the woman sitting in my office on that Saturday afternoon might have been responsible for the carnage she was reporting.
She had motives.
One she had discussed in group: she was getting older and the men in the club were no longer excited when she chose them. She saw it in their faces and the way they avoided her eyes—the way she avoided mine that afternoon. Betsy was a strong woman and she was angry.
How angry?
I didn’t know that yet.
The second motive was the attention and power she was enjoying being the only reporter on the story.
Going against her claim of innocence was that she purported to be devastated over the deaths of four men she’d known, and yet she wasn’t willing to do anything to help prevent the next crime.
But neither was I.
And that didn’t make me a suspect.
Was she dangerous? Did she have mood swings? Inappropriate responses? Lapses in concentration? Inability to focus? The answers would help me make an educated guess, but she’d have to be in therapy with me for a few more weeks before I could assess whether she was psychotic. Psychotic enough to be a serial killer?
And there was the issue of her being female. Male criminals raped and killed serially. They easily had sex without forming connections. (Even healthy men.) But women were much less likely to engage in sexual athletics. Despite themselves, they made connections. The women in the group had attested to that when they’d bemoaned the fact that they couldn’t go to Philip Maur’s memorial service.
Certainly women could kill. A wife could murder her husband in a crime of passion if he betrayed her, but for a woman to kill four men she cared about, one after the other, because they didn’t pay her as much attention as she would have liked?
It wasn’t impossible, but it was highly improbable. Especially a woman who didn’t exhibit signs of serious psychosis.
Certainly Betsy was involved on some level, but how? And what could I do about it? She had not exhibited any behavior to lead me to suspect that she was going to harm herself. She had not named any man other than the men who were already dead. I could only go to the police if I feared for her or had information suggesting she was going to harm someone else.
The law was clear on this.
That I had a group of patients who knew men who were being targeted was just on the wrong side of the line. I had already encouraged them to go to the police.
Now I would have to try even harder to convince Betsy to tell the truth.
 



Forty-Six
My ex-husband had called me early on Sunday morning and told me what had happened to Dulcie over the weekend in Boston so that I’d be prepared.
I waited for her to come home that night. Sitting in the den without the TV or stereo on, I listened for the click of her key, holding my breath. Aching for what my thirteen-year-old little girl had gone through.
I had to hold myself back from rushing over to her and wrapping her up in my arms when she opened the door. I waited as her footsteps echoed in the foyer and stopped sounding as she walked down the carpeted hall to her room.
Only then did I get up and go to her.
She was sitting on her bed, the suitcase at her feet. Eyes red-rimmed, her hair lank.
“Hi, honey,” I said. Walking over to the bed, I sat down next to her, put my arm around her back and kissed her cheek. She buried her face in the hug. I didn’t know that she was crying until I felt the reverberation of the sobs on my fingertips.
“I want to quit the play,” she whispered through her tears.
“I know, sweetheart.”
Her small head was nestled under my chin. I wanted to kill my ex-husband for persuading me to let Dulcie do this. Life would offer enough pain, I had told him. Can’t our child have her whole childhood before she confronts the vagaries of the professional world?
Dulcie was crying so hard it hurt my chest.
I had held my mother like this, but then I was the little girl and she the adult. It hadn’t mattered; her heart had still been broken by the audience. By the love she needed so badly but could never have gotten from strangers watching her act on a stage.
“Dulcie, I love you.”
She nodded and hiccupped. “I want to quit,” she said again.
“I know.”
And I wanted her to quit. I wanted to call the director of the show and tell him that I was sorry but Dulcie had decided that she didn’t want to continue with the play. I knew exactly the tone of voice I’d use so that he would understand it wasn’t a conversation we were having. I was just giving him information and he would have to accept it. There were two understudies, and both girls were prepared to go on. And there was no reason that either of them wouldn’t do just as good a job as Dulcie. And her school would take her back. They’d agreed to that. She’d been tutored the entire time. She’d get up to speed quickly. The director would try to convince me that Dulcie needed to stay. Or maybe he’d be relieved that she wanted to pull out. How dare he think that? Dulcie was perfect for the part of Mary Lennox.
I wanted to laugh. My pride and my need to protect her were mixed up with each other.
I hugged her tighter, knowing that I wasn’t going to do anything that I wanted to do.
“It’s dinnertime. I made your favorite.”
“Made it?” Dulcie looked at me askance from under swollen eyelids. She was depressed but she was still her irreverent self. I had never been quite so happy to hear her sarcasm.
“Yes. First I purchased it at EAT, then I brought it home, put it on the stove and turned on the heat.”
“That’s not making it, Mom, that’s heating it.”
I laughed. She laughed and then fresh tears spilled out of her eyes, wetting her cheeks all over again.
We sat at the table in the kitchen and Dulcie proved that, no matter how upset she was, it didn’t affect her appetite.
“I thought I was fine.”
I nodded at her, listening to what happened in Boston on Saturday night.
“I wasn’t even nervous. I mean, we’d had so many rehearsals. I really knew my lines. And all the songs. And I wasn’t scared.”
I nodded again.
“But when I stood up there. I don’t know. It just stopped working. I couldn’t find anything. Everything was wrong. It was the most awful thing. And they wrote about it. How nervous I was. Even unprofessional.”
She started to cry again and I had to hold back from crying with her, in sympathy. She pushed the plate away from her, laid her head on the table, and started to sob as if it had just happened all over again.
I stroked my daughter’s head but didn’t say anything. I wanted to give her the space to feel the full brunt of the pain. Professionally, I knew that talking to her, trying to dilute the embarrassment and disappointment, would only dam it up.
When she picked her head up a few minutes later, the tracks of tears on her face made my stomach seize up. Of course I would let her quit the play. There was no reason that my child had to go through anything this terrifying. The world would offer up enough pain for her later that I couldn’t fix.
This was something I could stop.
“I want to quit.”
“Okay, let’s talk about it.”
“I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to quit.”
That wasn’t okay, as much as I wished it were.
“Dulcie, we have to talk about it. It’s much too big a decision not to talk out.”
“Dad said I could.”
“And I’m not saying you can’t. We don’t have to have the conversation now, but we do have to have it eventually.” I cursed my ex-husband for giving her the okay without talking to me. Of course she could quit, but it wasn’t good for her to make a decision like that without understanding why she wanted to and what it would mean.
I stood up and filled the kettle. “I’ll make some hot chocolate. We can watch a movie.”
“I hate that powdered hot chocolate. Instant!” She spat the word out as if she could taste the stuff and wanted it out of her mouth.
Inwardly, I sighed. She was acting her age. I couldn’t blame her and I didn’t want her to act any other age. But that didn’t mean I could cope with it. Of every aspect of motherhood, the one that I had the hardest time with was the idea that I had to adore every facet of my daughter’s personality. My daughter was stubborn and willful and sarcastic, and when she exhibited all those parts of her personality at once, it was as if a demon child had moved into her body and taken over.
I shut off the kettle and opened the refrigerator. “Do you want some cider? It’s fresh; I bought it over the weekend. I can heat that and put some cinnamon sticks in it.”
Usually she loved this fall beverage, but of course she shook her head. “No. I just want you to call Raul and tell him I’m out of the show.”
“It’ll be okay with you when the play opens in New York in eight weeks and you aren’t in it? You won’t regret this?”
She shook her head.
“I think instead of calling him, we should go down to the studio together tomorrow morning and tell him in person.”
“No,” she shrieked. “I can’t. I don’t want to see him.”
On some mental checklist I noted her reaction to my suggestion, not sure yet what it meant. Why was that such an abhorrent idea? I sat back down at the kitchen table, next to her. “We don’t have to do it when everyone else is there, Dulcie, but you have to see Raul and tell him yourself.”
“I said I won’t. There isn’t some stupid rule that I have to.”
“No, not a rule. But it’s common courtesy. He chose you out of three hundred and fifty other girls. He’s been working with you for months. You can’t just disappear without explaining why.”
“You tell him why. Mom—” She strung the word out so it hung on the air. If she had been younger, I would have acquiesced. Instead, I wondered what was really going on and why she wanted me to take over. Was it just a regression to wanting her mother to take care of her so she could feel like a little girl, all safe and protected after her foray into the unfeeling, the critical?
I didn’t think so. Even when she was younger, Dulcie had never been the kind of child who wanted me to fight her battles for her. She’d never relied on me to handle her confrontations, nor had she been afraid of them. If anything, like my ex-husband, she seemed to get stronger when faced with adversity.
“Raul thinks I’m an idiot. An idiotic baby who had the worst stage fright than anyone ever had in the whole world.”
I felt like a warrior who wanted to slay this dragon that had threatened my loved one. “He called you an idiotic baby?”
She shook her head.
“What did he say to you?”
“He told me …” She didn’t finish.
“Dulcie, it’s okay. I won’t embarrass you with him. Just tell me what he said to you. I need to know.”
Still, she hesitated.
“He told me …” she whispered.
I took her hand and held it between mine. Our fingers were almost the same length. I remembered a diminutive hand that used to grab onto mine with fierce strength. “What did he say, sweetie?”
“Nothing.”
“Come on, tell me.”
She burst into tears. I didn’t think she could have that many tears in her. I scooted my chair closer to hers, gathered her into my arms and stroked her back.
“I … let … him … down … Oh, Mom … He won’t want me to work with him anymore.…”
Finally, I saw the first glimmer of what was really going on. How could I have been so dense?
“Dulcie, all these weeks you’ve been asking me to pick you up from the studio ten or fifteen minutes late. Was it really because you didn’t want me walking in on a rehearsal or was it something else?”
She looked up at me from under her thick lashes that sparkled with tears. “I just didn’t want you to see me making mistakes.”
“I believe that was one reason. What I am asking, and you know it, is, was that the only reason?”
She didn’t have to say a word. I could see the answer in the way she looked away from me.
So many times during the last two months, I’d arrived at the studio to find Dulcie working with Raul on her part. They weren’t alone—there were always other cast and crew around getting ready to leave and talking to one another—but she clearly was spending more time with him than the other kids were. I knew that was because she had the lead. But did she realize that was the only reason? Was she seeking him out because she needed help or because she wanted the attention he gave her?
“He never minded that I hung around after rehearsals to talk about my part.” She was still in my arms and spoke her words into my neck. I could feel her breath, hot and moist, on my skin.
“I’m sure he didn’t mind,” I told her.
Dulcie didn’t say anything else.
She wasn’t eight or nine years old. She was thirteen. And now I knew she had a crush on Raul Seeger. Which was why my daughter was devastated that she hadn’t lived up to her director’s expectations.
“You have to call him for me, Mom, and tell him I’m quitting.” Her words were still muffled.
“Dulcie, Dad told me that the review also said you showed incredible range in your singing and you had serious star potential.”
“They were just saying that.”
“If they were just saying that about the good part, then why weren’t they just saying that about the bad part?”
“I … don’t … know.”
All I had wanted from the beginning was for Dulcie to stay in school and put off having an acting career until after college. Now I was about to convince her not to give up the play, because this wasn’t about her stage fright anymore. It wasn’t about the play being too much pressure for her.
It was a conflict of heart. Her first. And I was not going to let my thirteen-year-old daughter give up her dream because she was embarrassed in front of the man she had a crush on—her director.
She was sitting up again. The tears had stopped but her face was stained.
“Can’t Raul work with you on the stage fright? I’m sure he’s had lots of experience with other kids.”
“He said he could. All I had to do was ask.”
“But?”
“If I asked him to help me Mom, he’d know how weak I was. He’d know I wasn’t good at it and that I couldn’t do it without him.”
She was looking at me when she said it. And the way the light was shining on her face, I could see myself at the table reflected in her eyes.
“Well, that’s okay, sweetie. It’s okay to ask him for help. For him to know that you need him. He won’t think any less of you.”
I was hearing my own words. Knowing that I wouldn’t think about them now, but that they had their own resonance for me, too.
“I don’t know,” she said hesitantly.
“Did you like being in the play—once you got past that first scene?”
She nodded, now almost ashamed to tell me, some part of her realizing that she had not been quite honest with me about the crisis.
“The problem was in the show on Saturday night, right?”
She nodded.
“What happened during the matinee on Sunday? Was it as scary?”
“Well, part of the time I worried about screwing up.”
“What about the other part of the time?”
She got up and went to the fridge and pulled out a soda. “I guess it was okay,” she said with her back to me.
“Okay? That doesn’t tell me much. What was it like?”
She popped the top and turned around. “I wasn’t really there. Mary Lennox was. I was sort of seeing what she was seeing. It was like the play was real, and what was real disappeared.” She’d forgotten the embarrassment and was reliving the exhilaration of having slipped into another being’s soul and inhabiting it for a while.
“Your grandmother used to tell me that,” I said. A pang of loss, like a minor chord, reverberated inside me. You don’t ever stop missing someone you have loved, you simply learn how to make the longing for them a piece of you. You learn that missing them is the part of loving them that never leaves, but that doesn’t mean that every once in a while it doesn’t catch you unawares and shock you with its potency. “So I guess you are going to have to stay in the play,” I said.
“Why’s that?”
“Because actresses have to act, honey. That’s what makes them feel alive and fulfills them. And Raul can help you. I bet he’ll even like helping you.”
“Will I have to ask him for help?” She frowned.
“Here’s the thing, Dulcie. Even though you aren’t going to like admitting that you need help, the person whom you are asking to help you—if he cares about you—will be very pleased. It will mean so much to him that you need him that he will never even notice that you feel uncomfortable about it.”
 



Forty-Seven
The long living room wall was covered with newspaper clippings. There must have been a good twenty-five stories cut out and taped up. Each one telling the story in a slightly different way.
Once in Italy, he had gone into a church. Was it in Siena? The whole back wall had been covered with slips of paper, different sizes and colors, each covered with handwriting. Every note had been a prayer. Some old and yellowed. Others with the ink still black and fresh. He had taken a picture of the wall of prayers.
This then was his wall of answered prayers. The men who had taunted him were getting what they deserved. One by one by one. The only thing he was sorry about was that, although they described the other photographs of the dead bodies, they weren’t showing them. The silly small shots of their bare feet, with the numbers, were disturbing and gruesome, for sure. Graphic, too. In fact, if he were doing a cover for a book about these serial murders, he’d use this image of the insignificant filthy feet, so vulnerable with the bold bright red numbers printed on them.
His glance traveled from the number 1 on Philip Maur’s feet to the number 2 on Timothy Wheaton’s feet to the number 3 on Grant Firth’s feet. And now the number 4 on the bottom of Bruce Levin’s feet.
Number 5 would be up on the wall next. But he could be patient. Today was for luxuriating in Bruce Levin’s demise. He had been one of the worst of them. Laughing at his cock, flaunting his own erection. Stud. Fucking stupid stud.
He smiled.
Not anymore, he wasn’t.
Paul Lessor wished there were someone he could tell. Because it was so satisfying that he needed to share it.
They had laughed at him and now they were dying.
And no one had any idea why.
On the news and in the papers, reporters kept asking: What connects these men? Why these four? What is their bond to each other? And the longer they searched and the more they looked and the more bodies that showed up, the more baffled they became.
Paul knew. The thing that bound them together was the deepest darkest secret each of these men carried. Secrets they each had gone to great lengths to hide so that no one could find out about their nocturnal wanderings, their willingness to subjugate themselves to the powerful women who had them lie down or stand up and kiss them or lick them or fuck them or massage them or bathe them, or the one who had even been so bold as to ask him to wipe her pussy after she had gone to the bathroom.
No. None of these powerful men—who ran companies and made money and ordered other people around—wanted anyone to know that they belonged to a secret society where they were as powerless as ants under a gardener’s shoe. And so they had hidden their secret so well that neither their families nor the police or the reporters could find the connection between them.
It was late. After two on Sunday night. He should go to sleep. He would pay the price for this tomorrow when he went to work. But he wasn’t tired yet.
He picked up the red magic marker on his desk and walked over to the wall of answered prayers and began to underline his favorite parts in the articles that had appeared in the weekend papers. And he wondered how much longer it would take until the secret leaked out. Until everyone who had laughed at him was being laughed at. That would be rich.
 



Forty-Eight
“It’s too bright in here. Can’t you shut off some of the lights?” Anne asked.
“I’d like that, too,” Ellen said.
The lights were not that bright. My desk lamp was on. The recessed lighting was at the same level it always was. I thought about the request, got up, and turned the rheostat down just enough to make a difference. Then I sat back down.
The group had assembled. Everyone was present except for Betsy, and I wasn’t surprised that she hadn’t shown up.
“Let’s get started. If—” I had to remind myself not to call her Betsy. “If Liz comes we’ll be able to fill her in.”
“I think we should wait for her. She’s the only one who isn’t here,” Davina said. “And this is the first time we’ve all been together since the last two articles appeared. This is the only place we can be together and talk about this.”
“I understand that you’d like everyone to be here. But she may not be coming. And there is a lot for us to talk about. Is it all right with everyone if we proceed?”
I got a few lukewarm nods. Only Shelby spoke. “I think you’re right, Dr. Snow. We really need to get started so we can talk about what’s happened.”
Over the last three weeks, the stress these women were feeling had become more profound. They were in shock. Disturbed. Confused. And flat-out frightened.
The conversation quickly turned to the four men who had been chosen and conjecture about why, out of the many dozens who were participants in the society, they were being targeted. No one could come up with a reasonable suggestion. It seemed random.
The group was also sincerely worried about several men who hadn’t been seen at the society in the past two weeks. Were any of them missing?
“Maybe they just aren’t coming to your evenings. Perhaps the news has scared them away. Have you tried to contact them?”
“Yes. But we can’t do any more than leave coded messages. And we haven’t heard back from them,” Shelby said.
“I’m surprised anyone is still coming,” Ginny said. “Why isn’t everyone staying away? Why aren’t I?”
“How do you feel about being there?” I asked.
“As if it’s more important than ever to show up …” She seemed embarrassed for a moment. “It makes me feel even more alive. Like we are saying ‘fuck you’ to whoever this madman is every time we get together.”
A few other women agreed.
“I think that is a very reasonable reaction. You want everything to go back to normal. It’s a way of defusing the reality of what’s happened.”
“When I’m at the society, I can pretend that nothing has changed,” Anne said.
“I don’t feel that way,” Davina said. “I don’t think I can do this anymore. It’s wrong. Like we are playing some kind of ghoulish sex game.”
Shelby shook her head. “This isn’t our fault, though. It’s not something that we did. We’re not responsible.” She spoke too loudly.
Anne started to cry. “I’m tired of being sad. I don’t think I’ll ever stop being sad. It was bad enough when it was just Philip. And, after him, Tim. But now … four men … this is horrible. I think we should do something.”
Shelby turned quickly to look at her. “I thought you and I already resolved that.”
“Maybe it would be helpful to tell the group what you resolved,” I suggested.
Anne turned directly to me. “I told Shelby I thought we should talk to the police.”
I was glad that someone had brought it up again. If no one had, I was going to try and figure out how to suggest it myself.
There was only one connection between these men. It was the society that these women belonged to and participated in. Yes, now the police knew that each victim had a mark on his right foot that connected him to the others, but that wasn’t much of a lead without knowing what the mark was.
“No.” Shelby spoke sharply. “It’s just impossible. What could we say? No one knows about us. The very last thing we can do is expose our membership. That would be disastrous. We’d never recover!” She was almost shrieking.
It was the first time since we’d started the group that she exhibited this level of emotion. And I was glad.
“It doesn’t matter if it destroys the society,” Anne said. She was angry now, too. “If it means that even one man’s life will be saved, I don’t see how we have any choice. I don’t even understand how it can be a conversation.”
“You can’t be serious,” Ginny said. “Are you willing to have your husband find out? Your boss? Your kids? Your in-laws? Your friends? I’m not. I absolutely am not. Besides, what good will telling the police do? Aid them in warning all the men that they are targets? For God’s sake, there isn’t one man from the society who doesn’t know that by now.”
“Except it hasn’t helped,” Anne argued.
“This is not a discussion,” Shelby said. “We all took an oath. So did every man who joined us. We cannot tell anyone anything.”
“I think this is a discussion,” I said. “And an important one.”
Shelby turned on me. “You would. You talked to that reporter. Why did you do that? You told us that you would keep our secret with us. But you talked to the press.”
The attack was easier for everyone to focus on than the discussion of whether or not they should talk to the police. Ten sets of eyes—angry, hurt and accusatory—turned on me.
“No, Shelby. I didn’t go to the reporter. She came to me. And I didn’t discuss anything about the society with her. You can be sure of that. My comments were about what we can expect from a sexualized serial killer. Not about the men who have been killed or what might tie them together.”
“But you may still be talking to her. How can we know you aren’t?”
I wound up explaining privilege to them once again. I needed them to understand that it was up to one of them to go to the police and help them in figuring out who was behind these crimes. At the same time, they needed to trust me if I was going to help them work through their anger, shame and guilt over what had happened.
“The U.S. Supreme Court established the psychotherapist-patient privilege in the federal courts in its Jaffee v. Redmond decision in 1996. The psychiatric community had always operated on this premise but finally it went to the courts. For almost fifty years, lawyers and doctors had been trying to clearly establish that communication between patients and their psychotherapists was in need of a very high level of protection.”
They were listening. Intently. Only Shelby seemed to be ignoring what I was saying. She was looking out the window, staring into the tangled tree branches, lit by the street-lamp.
“There is another precedent—the Tarasoff case,” I continued, “which established just how far that privilege extended. In that court case, it was decided that psychiatrists do have an obligation to warn a third party when a patient has threatened that third party. But none of you has told me the name of the next person or persons at risk. And as far as I know, none of you knows. So I have no right to go to the police myself.”
“You are saying that as if you think we have the right to go,” Cara said.
“An obligation to go,” Anne said.
“No. No. That is just not going to happen,” Shelby yelled, her head swinging around to face the group again. “What are you going to tell them? What names are you even going to give them? We don’t know one another’s real names, for Christ’s sake. This is insane. We have a trust to uphold.”
“At what price?” Anne asked.
No one said anything.
“We don’t want you to talk to the press anymore,” Shelby said to me, obviously trying to change the subject.
“That’s not something that has anything to do with you, I’m sorry,” I said as kindly as I could.
“It does. Don’t you understand? If we hadn’t hired you, if we hadn’t paid you, you wouldn’t know anything about this case. You wouldn’t be getting your name in the paper. You wouldn’t be getting patients because of us.”
I am not made of ice. Pushed, I can get just as annoyed as anyone else. And yet, in this setting, understanding what I did about the stress these women were under—and Shelby in particular—I made an extra effort to control my own emotions so I could help them with theirs.
“Shelby, I didn’t talk to the press to get more patients. Why would you think that?”
“We’re giving you power,” she said.
In her world, this was a transaction and power was her currency. Several of the women in the room nodded their heads, agreeing, understanding what she said. The very reason the society had been created was to allow them to act out their desires to metaphorically—and perhaps literally, from what I had seen on the videotape—be on top.
“You see it as power, but I don’t. You hired me to help you cope with a disturbing situation. That doesn’t put me in a position of weakness any more than it puts you in a position of strength. This isn’t a battle between us.”
“And it won’t be as long as you don’t talk to the press.”
Davina had been listening intently, but saying very little. “Shelby, back off, will you? Can we just talk about what we might be able to do? How we feel about this? How to handle all this shit? I go to the office. I snap at people. I’m angry. Then I get sad. I want to cry but I’m afraid that, if I let myself cry, my friends or my family will ask me what’s wrong. What the fuck am I supposed to tell them? How do I short-circuit the grieving process so I can get back to my life?”
“You can’t. You—” I looked around and focused, one after the other, on each of the women. “None of you can short-circuit this process. That’s why it’s important to talk it out here. To feel free to let out whatever you want to.” My glance stopped at Ginny.
“I have something I want to let out,” she said. “I think I know who might be behind this.”
 



Forty-Nine
Nina must have been waiting for the group to leave because she came to my office within five minutes of the last woman going. “Can we talk?” she asked.
I nodded. “But not now. I have to get home for Dulcie.”
“Do the two of you have plans for dinner?”
“No.”
“Why don’t I go home with you? We can walk. Talk on the way. Then the three of us can get a bite.”
She didn’t wait until we reached the street but started in as we descended the staircase from the second floor to the lobby. “We have to work this out,” she said. “It’s not good for you or me. And it’s not good for the institute.”
It had been several days since our argument, and that was a first for us. In all the years since my mother had died, Nina and I hadn’t ever had an argument that had lasted longer than a few hours.
“It’s even worse for the four men who are dead,” I said.
She opened the heavy door that led to the street. It was evening already, but like so many other days that fall, the weather was relatively warm. I was wearing a blazer with a sweater thrown over my shoulders and knotted around my neck. Nina had on a camel-colored shawl, theatrically draped around her.
The stores were well lit, and as we passed boutique after boutique I saw the two of us mirrored in the glass. I was so used to seeing our reflections, side by side.
“Are you going to change your mind about how I’ve been handling the Scarlet Society?”
“It’s the police I have the problem with,” Nina said. “That and why, knowing how I felt, you brought the issue up in our weekly meeting.”
“I didn’t know I was being censored.”
“Can you stop acting like a chastised teenager and lay off the sarcastic tone?”
“Will that help? I’m still not going to agree with you about this. Things are only getting worse,” I said, and told her what had happened in the group.
That took us to Seventy-fourth Street, where we stopped and waited for the light to turn so we could cross. “We’ve fought before, but we’ve never been on such opposite sides of the argument. I want advice from someone who’s willing to help me explore my options, and you are rigidly holding to your own position.”
Her eyebrows came together and her eyes narrowed. “You are still doubting my judgment?”
“You taught me to look at every side of an argument when dealing with patients. To assume nothing. But you’re being stubborn about this.”
“Morgan, do you know the name of any person who is going to be targeted?”
“You know I don’t.”
“Do you know the name of anyone who is targeting members of this society?”
“I don’t. One of the women in the group thinks she might. But that isn’t the point.”
The light changed and we crossed together, still in step.
“It is. What you should be doing is working with these women to help them deal with their grief and counseling them about how they feel about their activities. And while you are doing that, you should be working on your paper about the changing level of sexually aggressive behavior among women who have assumed high levels of power.”
“Do you care that four men have been killed by some madman?”
“You’re insulting me, Morgan.”
“I can’t believe you are being so stubborn.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s not as black and white as you are making it out to be. These men are being killed. The only thing they have in common is the Scarlet Society. One of the members of that society is a reporter who is breaking the stories, who shows manic tendencies and exhibits signs of stress and guilt. And who has hidden her profession from the other group members and hidden her knowledge of what ties the men together from the police and the New York Times. Add to that another member who told me tonight about some guy who was paranoid and possibly bipolar, who had left the group before the killings started, and who seemed to have a lot of anger toward several of the other male members. So that’s two possible suspects. And the police don’t know about either of them.”
“The police know the reporter. You told me they do. And I’m sure they think she’s a suspect.”
“Based on the fact that she’s breaking the stories. Yes, possibly. But they’d take that much more seriously if they also knew she’d had sex, for God’s sake, with every one of those men, is feeling completely unattractive and is jealous of the younger women in the group.”
We’d stopped for another light. The wind blew and a crimson leaf fell off a tree and across Nina’s face. She brushed it away and it drifted to the pavement.
“We have a job to do, Morgan. That job does not include doing the work of the New York Police Department.”
“We are doctors. Our job includes saving people’s lives.”
“That’s very naive. We just do the best we can. We’re not superheroes.”
“I agree with you. That’s why we can’t make decisions like the one you are making. In other words, we have to remain silent at any cost?”
But the light had changed and Nina had started crossing the street. She hadn’t heard my question. Or she hadn’t known how to answer it.
 



Fifty
He had only slept for four hours, and fitfully at that, because he was anxious. The New York Times was always delivered to his apartment door at five-thirty. Would there be another article this morning? Another mention of the last murdered man? Another criticism of how long the police were taking to make any headway with the cases?
He padded into his kitchen in his Frette terry-cloth robe and turned on the kettle. While the water boiled, he took out a Limoges cup and saucer, a silver teaspoon and a box of loose black tea. He filled a bamboo basket with the tea leaves, pinched a sprig of mint off the plant on his windowsill, rinsed it and dropped it in the cup just as the kettle started to sing.
As he poured the water, he heard the thud of the paper on his doormat and left the tea to steep while he retrieved the Times.
Sitting on the couch, the cup on his coffee table, he scanned the front page. Nothing. It took about five minutes to search through the National section and the Metro section, looking for any press about the Scarlet Society murders.
Nothing.
This was going to ruin his day. Was going to make the low-level depression he never escaped escalate to mid-level.
No. He couldn’t give in.
Abandoning the paper, he returned to the kitchen, heated up the water again, toasted an English muffin, slathered it with raspberry jam from Fauchon in Paris, and took his breakfast back into the living room. He knew what to do. He’d done it before and it had helped.
Half of the muffin in hand, he stood in front of the wall of articles and, beginning with the very first, reread them. He didn’t skip a word, and paid even more attention to the sentences he’d underlined with the red marker. Some particularly pleased him; others annoyed him.
He had read each of these articles dozens of times by now, but it still never got boring. He loved seeing the black type on the newsprint, the way the serifs bled into the paper, the way the lines marched like soldiers up and down the page, in perfect formation. More than once, he lost the meaning of the words, forgetting that each connected to the next to make a phrase, which added to the next made a sentence, which added to the next made a paragraph. Instead, he saw the straight lines and curved forms, the dots and dashes and negative spaces between them. He ran his finger over the designs, seeing the patterns in the way the margins broke and how the indents made holes. And there was the abstract design of his marker—the only color amid the monochromatic type. An artist, he appreciated the way he’d slashed through the colorless information with red, marking all mentions of when the loved ones had last seen the victims alive and what the mood and manner of the men had been. He’d also highlighted direct quotes from the police—specifically Detective Noah Jordain. No matter how well he couched what he said, it was all too clear to Paul that Jordain really had not made any inroads in identifying a suspect or discovering the whereabouts of any of the bodies.
Paul had starred—again in red marker—every instance in which the reporter had hinted at what the connection between the men was. It was very subtle. He wondered how many people had picked up on it. Had the police?
“The scarlet numbers on the bottom of his feet were …”
In each article, Betsy Young had referred to the color of the markings that way. It was always scarlet. Not red, which would have been a much more obvious choice. Or vermilion, which probably would have been the choice of anyone educated in the study of color. Not bloodred, which would have been slightly flowery for the New York Times, but a possibility considering the crime.
No. She had used scarlet as her adjective of choice.
Who was she, and what did she know?
He thought of going down to the Times offices and meeting her. Trying to trick her into revealing her knowledge of the Scarlet Society.
But how?
He resumed rereading.
There was one section he’d accentuated for entirely different reasons. He looked at these two paragraphs now, focusing on them, wondering yet again about this sexpert and how smart she really was.
Dr. Morgan Snow, a sex therapist who works at the Butterfield Institute and who was instrumental in solving the recent Magdalene Murders, said that there are signals in photographs the paper has chosen not to run that these might be crimes of a sexual nature. In one, an unseen photographer shot directly between the victim’s legs. There is black-and-blue bruising on the victims’ wrists, ankles and testicles. This, said Dr. Snow, strongly suggests a sexual component to the crimes.
“Black-and-blue discoloration often indicates S & M. Restraints can heighten both the sense of control and submission in sex play,” said Snow.
He liked Dr. Snow’s observations. He’d heard about the Butterfield Institute but he hadn’t been there yet. In his search for the right doctor to help him, the institute had been next on his list. Maybe it was time to go there. He had reason enough with his personal problems. He could make a convincing case that the purpose of his visit was other than to discover just what Young had shown Dr. Snow, and what she really believed about the motivation of the killer. He was desperate to hear someone describe the photographs to him in person. To listen to the soft and hard sounds of the words that would detail the malevolent restraints and the defiled bodies. To actually have someone talk to him about the black-and-blue marks and what they suggested about how painful and humiliating the abuse was that these men had suffered before they had been killed.
Walking back into the kitchen, Paul heated the water once more. The next cup of tea was even weaker than the last. Too much caffeine too early wasn’t a good idea. He hadn’t taken his medication yet. He had another fifteen minutes before he would open the amber pill bottle and spill the poison into his palm. The calm would be welcome, the dullness would not. Every day he teetered on the edge of not taking the pills. Occasionally he didn’t. Those days he was not himself. Or he was more himself than on the other days. His dick could get hard again if he didn’t take the pills. It would swell and rise up and remind him of what it felt like to be in control of his own body. But his mind would rebel. His head would explode. He would want to lie on the pavement on the sidewalk and have women walk all over him with their high heels. He would want to wipe out every other man who got in the way of him and those women. He would be on fire with wanting and hurting. And then he would crash. The depression would overwhelm him. Rob him of any desire to eat or sleep or stand or walk or go to the bathroom or make an effort to dress himself.
It was all too much. It was all enough.
Abandoning the inadequate tea, he opened a cabinet and pulled out the thick New York City phone book. Flipping through the thin pages, he found what he was looking for, and using the bright red marker that he took from his bathrobe pocket, he copied down the address and phone number of the Butterfield Institute.
 



Fifty-One
Despite the soft, late afternoon sunlight Paul Lessor had not taken off his black wraparound sunglasses.
“I have been to quite a few therapists,” he answered as he crossed his right leg over his left knee. The perfect crease in his pants broke.
I wanted to see his eyes. “Is the light too bright, Paul? Do you want me to lower the blinds?”
“Yes. That would be better.”
I got up and walked to the window. In its reflection I could see that his head did not turn to follow me, but rather he looked over at the door as if checking to see that it was closed. His movements were slightly slower than normal. I recognized the lethargy and guessed that he was on an antipsychotic drug.
We’d get to that.
After returning to my seat, I expected he’d take off his glasses and was disappointed when he didn’t. “I closed the drapes. You can take off your sunglasses,” I suggested.
He made a move to do what I asked but his arm stopped midair and hung there momentarily before he lowered it again. “I need to leave my current therapist,” he said. “Leave him. Sooner than later.”
“Tell me about him and why you don’t want to stay. You don’t have to give me his name if you don’t want to, but I’d appreciate knowing it.”
“Why do we need to talk about him?”
“I’d like to understand why you are looking for someone new before I refer you to someone in the institute. I want to choose the right doctor.”
“You’re going to give me a referral?”
“Yes. This is a consultation.”
“I know that. But I thought it was a consultation with you. So you could be my therapist.”
“I might be, but that’s not how we work here. First we have to do an evaluation. I might not be the right doctor for you.”
He shook his head, and the well-styled sandy hair fell into his eyes. “I really came here to see you. To be with you.”
The sexual undertone was barely there, but I heard it. The way his voice had lowered to another register on the last few words. The sly way his lips formed the words and then ended in a half smile.
“I’m flattered. But may I ask why?”
“I’ve read about you in the paper. I did my homework. I think we belong together.”
He was connecting to me too quickly. We had not yet formed any kind of bond. Paul Lessor had projected a relationship prematurely.
“Are you currently on any medication?”
He hesitated before he said, “No.”
I assumed he was lying. He’d waited too long to answer me. I’d know for sure if I could see his eyes, but the dark lenses prevented me from reading him.
“Have you ever been on medication?”
“Dr. Snow, I have to ask you something. It’s very important.”
I nodded.
“Do you know the reporter who is writing about those murders? The ones where the victims have those red numbers drawn on the bottoms of their feet?”
“Can you tell me why that matters?”
“I’m concerned about the situation.”
“Yes, it’s very serious.”
“Do you know anything about those killings? Has the reporter shown you the photographs? Do you know something that isn’t in the papers? It’s why I picked you, because the reporter interviewed you specifically.”
I hoped that my face remained placid, I didn’t give anything away, but a tiny flicker of fear shot through me. I leaned forward, trying to lock eyes with the man who sat across from me, but only guessing where I was looking.
“Can you tell me why?”
“Because I am very concerned. I told you that.”
Instinct warned me that he was connected in some way to the killings.
“But why are you concerned? Did you know any of those men?”
“No.”
“Why are you concerned?”
“Do you really think it’s a good idea to help that reporter?” he asked, ignoring my question.
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“You might get hurt. It really could be dangerous for you to get involved.”
“It’s kind of you to be concerned for me, but why do you think that I might get hurt when all I did was talk to a reporter over the phone?”
I studied him while he thought about how to answer. Was he wearing a hairpiece? His sunglasses were too big, too wide. Was it to hide from me? Was he here in disguise?
He rubbed his hands together almost obsessively.
“Maybe we could talk about you and how you are feeling right now,” I said, changing the subject on purpose, stalling, trying to assess the situation and figure out what to do.
“I’m much happier than I’ve been in a while,” he said.
“That’s good. How long have you been happy?”
“For the past two weeks.”
“Can you tell me what it was like before you were happy?”
He didn’t answer. In fact, he seemed to forget where he was as his hand went up to his chest and slipped inside the blazer he was wearing. He frowned. Felt his chest for another minute.
“Maybe I should go,” he said suddenly. “I think I need to go.”
“Why?”
He shook his head back and forth several times. “I just wanted to warn you about getting any more involved with that reporter.”
“I thought you were here to find a new therapist.”
“No.”
“You just came here to warn me?”
He nodded. He was still holding his hand on his chest in a pose reminiscent of Napoléon. “You could get yourself in a lot of trouble, Dr. Snow.”
“How?”
“By trying to interfere. That’s what therapists do. You interfere. But none of you really knows what you’re doing. You just guess. I know that. I’ve been part of your guessing game. I keep trying one of you after another and all you do is suck my strength.”
“How do we do that?”
He continued talking as if he hadn’t even heard my question. “Do you know how powerful it is to be weak? When someone wants you to obey them and you do, you become the feeder, the nurturer. You have the authority then, even though it seems exactly the opposite. But the therapist I’m going to has taken away all that and the other men don’t understand. I tried to explain it to them. They just laughed at me.”
I was having a hard time following him. “What men?”
“Don’t you understand? I thought you would.”
“I don’t. I would be happy to help you find a therapist who can work with you.”
His hand was still inside his jacket, pressed to his chest. “That is not the point. I told you, didn’t I? I came here to warn you that you are in danger. Don’t you see that?”
“How?”
“You’re meddling. This has to be done. And it has to be done in a certain way. It’s not over. There are more men who have to be punished, and you can’t interfere.”
He stood up, and as he did, something fell out of his hand, flashing as it hit the floor. Quickly, he bent over to pick it up. When he stood up, his jacket didn’t fall back correctly and his shirt was exposed. On the right-hand side, where he’d been keeping his hand, was a round wet spot.
When women are breastfeeding, their breasts can leak. I knew that; I’d breastfed Dulcie. Men rarely lactate but they can under certain conditions. Suddenly, the dots were appearing faster than I could connect them. I needed to keep him in my office for a few more minutes and call the police. Clearly, he was involved in the killings.
Nina’s admonitions didn’t apply here. Paul Lessor wasn’t yet my patient. This had been a consultation. And he had threatened me. That gave me the right to tell the police.
And he was lactating. He was probably suffering from other side effects of the drug. I took a chance that he was.
“Your mouth is probably really dry, isn’t it? We still have a half hour left. Why don’t you just sit down, let me get you some water. Then we can relax and you can tell me what you mean about my being in danger.”
He was still agitated, but something I’d said had reached him and he sat down as I’d suggested.
As I moved, I explained exactly what I was doing. “I am going to get up now and go ask my assistant to bring in a carafe of ice water. With two glasses.” I continued talking as I walked to my office door, opened it and took two steps in the direction of Allison’s desk.
“Can you bring us some ice water?” I said, loudly enough to be sure Paul could hear me. Leaning forward, I whispered in a voice I prayed he wouldn’t be able to hear, “Call 911. Then call Jordain.”
Raising my voice again, I added, “Yes, two glasses.”
I walked back into my office, leaving the door ajar. He couldn’t see that; his back was to the entrance.
As I came back around toward my desk, I saw what had fallen out of his pocket: a straight-edge razor blade. He held it in his hands, playing with it as if it were no more harmful than a feather.
“Could I see that?” I asked, hoping that he couldn’t hear any fear in my voice. My stomach cramped. I forced myself to think clearly. I did not have to be afraid. Even if he jumped up and came at me with the small blade, I was prepared, I knew how to protect myself.
He was playing with it so that it caught the lamplight and gleamed. Then he rotated it and a flicker of light moved from my wall to the floor, then flew to my face and into my right eye. I blinked. He shifted it again and the shimmer jumped to the window.
“Why do you have that?”
“I make collages—just one of the tools of the trade,” he said, as if I were a child and he were explaining to me.
“Oh? Do you work at a magazine?”
“No.”
“What kind of work do you do? Are you a photographer?” I was almost afraid to hear his answer. I held my breath. If he said yes—
“I thought you wanted to know about the danger you are in.”
“I do.”
Allison appeared at the door and knocked.
“Oh, good. The ice water,” I said. “Thank you, Allison.”
He jerked around, moving as quickly as he could, but still circling a fraction more slowly than someone who wasn’t medicated. He hid the razor blade in his hand so that she couldn’t see it. I hoped his reflexes were off just enough so that he would cut himself with it, distract himself.
“I don’t want anyone in here with us,” he said, nodding his head in her direction.
“She won’t stay. Allison is just bringing us some water. Your mouth is dry, isn’t it? You need the water. Allison, you can put the pitcher and the glasses on my desk. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” she said to me. Her hands shook as she put down the tray.
“That’s good,” I said.
She didn’t move, just stood in front of me, staring at me.
“Thanks, Allison,” I said again. “We can handle it from here.”
She left without looking back at the man on the couch.
After her footsteps retreated, Paul said, “She didn’t shut the door.”
“No, she didn’t.”
“I’d like it better if the door was closed. I don’t want anyone to come in.” He had taken the blade out and was examining it again. His beloved talisman. His shining toy. His power. His strength.
I got up. How much time had passed since I had asked Allison to call the police? How long would it take for Jordain to get here? What if he wasn’t at the number Allison had for him? What if she hadn’t gotten in touch with him? No. She would have said something. The number she had for him was his cell phone, wasn’t it? Wasn’t that the number I’d put in the book last summer? Yes, it had to be his cell phone. Because he’d always answer his cell phone, no matter where he was; he’d told me that when he gave me the card with the numbers written on it. Besides, I wasn’t in immediate danger—not as long as I could keep Paul Lessor talking. And I could do that, I told myself. No matter how nervous I was, that was my job, that was what I did every single day. I helped people open up. Cut through their barriers. Bled out their emotions.
I could do it with him.
And the surgery, so to speak, would keep him occupied.
I hoped.
 



Fifty-Two
Jordain, Perez and Butler were all hunched over the last set of shots Young had received. They were still waiting for all but a few enlargements they’d requested. But there were more than enough to work with. Or to be frustrated by. Everyone on the Delilah team was overworked, overtired and feeling the pressure of an investigation that had never gotten past go.
“Delilah is nothing if not consistent,” Perez said. “Look at this. Every one of these four guys has marks around their wrists and ankles at the same points. It’s almost as if he uses his own previous photos as a template to make sure that the restraints are exact.”
When Jordain went to sleep at night, he saw multiple images of these men, all four of them, as if his brain was a hall of mirrors. They went on into infinity, their ghostly figures screaming at him for not stopping this carnage.
He stood up and paced from one side of the room to the next, letting his eyes relax and scan the hundreds of photos that now entombed him. If he stopped focusing, perhaps he could pick up a pattern that they might have overlooked.
Just one more clue.
The two detectives plus Butler, as well as dozens of other cops, continuously mined the photos for something that might lead them to the discovery of the bodies or the apprehension of the killer.
All they had was the tattoo, but they still didn’t know what it meant. Perez had sent out copies of the small interlocking shapes to police departments across the country, as well as the FBI. If they could figure out what the mark signified, they would at least know what tied the men together.
“We need one fucking break,” Perez said as he popped the top on a can of soda. His back was killing him. They’d all been working sixteen- and eighteen-hour shifts for days, and he was overtired.
“We have to make the break ourselves. We can’t wait anymore,” Jordain said.
“What can we do that we haven’t done?”
“Find the fucking connection.” It was not like Jordain to raise his voice, but neither was it like him to be involved in a case as cold as this one. In his fifteen-year career with the police, he had never had a murder investigation with less to go on. “For Christ’s sake, we don’t even have the bodies. Why? What possible reason is there for the killer to be hiding these bodies from us and yet giving us the proof of his crimes?”
Perez had nothing to say.
“That’s a really good question, Noah,” Butler said.
“It’s only a good question if it gives up a good answer. Right now it’s just more bullshit.” He slammed his fist down on his desk.
Butler jumped.
“Listen, this is not doing any of us any good,” Perez said.
“What isn’t?” Jordain asked.
“Losing our tempers. Not sleeping. Looking at these damn pictures hour after hour when there is just nothing here.”
“Do we have anything new on Young?” Jordain asked as he broke stride in order to pour himself yet another cup of coffee.
“No. Nothing. We’ve had this tail on Young 24/7 since day one. And the only thing the woman has done is go to work, go to the gym, go visit some friend over on East End Avenue a few times, and go to Dr. Snow’s office with a wig on. Three Monday nights in a row. And one Saturday afternoon. If anyone knows anything, it’s your friend.”
Jordain glared at his partner. “We can’t get the reporter to reveal her sources. We can’t get the doctor to violate privilege. There’s nothing illegal about her going undercover to get a story or wearing a wig to protect her privacy at the clinic.”
“Then we aren’t going to get a break. It’s that simple. Something has got to give. One of these women has got to decide that she wants to help us more than she wants her own professional—”
Jordain held up his hand. “You’re right. We’re tired. Let’s not push it. Neither of these women is breaking any law. We have to assume that neither of them knows who the killer is, because if she did, and she is any kind of human being, she’d tell us. Even a seasoned reporter jonesing for a big story can’t just sit back and let more and more and more men be murdered. And that goes for Morgan, too. Privilege be damned.”
Noah was holding back a dozen emotions. He was furious with his partner for even suggesting Morgan might be withholding information, and he was guilty for wanting to protect her if she was involved. He was frustrated that he didn’t know how to reach her emotionally and that he still cared about her. He was angry that the case was getting in the way of him having any kind of time with her, if she would even agree to see him again.
He was forty-one years old. He’d been trying to give up on the idea of finding his ideal for too long. He’d pretty much assumed the best he could hope for was that one day he’d get tired of looking. Then he knew he’d finally have a shot at a decent relationship. He’d almost gotten to that point when he’d met Morgan.
Morgan.
He knew better than to think he could ever fix what was wrong with anyone, but he was certain that he was what she needed. And he was even more certain that if Morgan had what she needed in a man, she could finally heal herself.
His cell phone rang. He pulled it off his belt, opened it, barked a hello and listened.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said as he shut the phone and headed to the door. “We might finally fucking have something. Fast.”
Perez wasn’t sure, but he thought his partner sounded frightened. He’d only heard his voice like that once before. The night that Morgan Snow got herself trapped in a madman’s apartment.
 



Fifty-Three
Had minutes passed? Or hours? My glance never left Paul Lessor’s face. I didn’t shift my head or avert my eyes from him, but in my peripheral vision I glimpsed shadows pass by in the hallway outside my door. I would know when Jordain came. If he came.
Now there was only silence out there and the distant ringing of a phone. Then more shadows.
And finally ten movements in one.
The door was thrown all the way open as a blur of figures rushed in, and before I could focus, the action stopped and everything stilled.
Jordain held Paul’s arms behind his back. Perez had a gun pulled on him. Three other uniformed cops took position around the room.
In normal time, the scene came back to life as Butler slapped a pair of stainless-steel bracelets on Paul’s wrists.
“Paul Lessor, you are under arrest,” Perez said, and proceeded to read him his rights.
Paul stared at me as he spit out one word over and over.
“Bitch. Bitch. Bitch.”
Butler and a cop I didn’t recognize took him away.
Jordain walked over to me.
“Are you all right?”
I nodded, not yet trusting myself to speak. Once it was over, the terror had overwhelmed me. I had not allowed myself to think that the killer had been sitting in my office for the past thirty minutes, idly playing with a razor blade.
“We need to know what he told you,” Jordain said. “You think you can come down to the precinct?”
I tried to find the words. To calm myself. To let it sink in that there was no threat of danger anymore.
Jordain kneeled down next to me. He put his hands on my knees. The warmth of his flesh coming through my pants seared into my skin. It was the only thing I was aware of. The heat of his hands. I focused on my desk, on the silver-framed photograph of my daughter. Dulcie’s face swam in front of my eyes. What would have happened if Paul Lessor had hurt me? Worse. Killed me. Dulcie without me? She’d be all right. She had her father. But she’d be one of the lost girls. Motherless daughters who never quite understand why they never feel whole.
“Morgan?” Jordain’s voice pulled me back to the present.
“He is on Thorazine,” I blurted out.
“How do you know? He told you?” He was excited. “It’s important. It is one of the few pieces of information we had about the murdered men. At least one of them had been drugged with Thorazine.”
“He started to lactate. It’s one of the side effects of being on Thorazine for an extended period of time. He put his hand under his jacket and kept it there. When his jacket fell open and I saw the wet spot, I knew. I remembered. You’d said Thorazine was on that hair sample. And he kept talking about the men. The other men. That they deserved this. And that I would be in danger if I interfered.” I was talking too fast. It didn’t matter, Jordain was following. His eyes were keeping me centered. I felt safe.
Even there, in that chaotic moment, I hated that false sense of security. It reminded me of his power over me. How he could make me talk about things I didn’t tell other people. How he made it seem as if he could keep the harm away.
“He’s got a driver’s license, address. Lives in the city.” Perez had come back into my office and was filling Jordain in. “I’m sending Reston and Douglas over there now.”
“Morgan, can you come downtown with us?” Jordain asked.
“I made a tape,” I suddenly remembered.
“You did? Why?”
I couldn’t remember for a second. Then my head cleared. “We always tape consultations. The potential patients are informed. It’s not unusual.”
When I stood up my legs were wobbly. The betrayal surprised me. Jordain put his arm out and it amazed me how easy it was to lean on him. I got my equilibrium back, let go of him and, straightening, walked across the room steadily on my own steam. The tape recorder was small but in full view on the lower shelf of the coffee table by the couch.
I shut off the machine, popped the tape out and handed it to Jordain. “I need it back. You can make a copy, can’t you?”
“Yes.” He practically snatched it out of my hand. I stared at his fingers. I remembered them playing piano. And playing me a few nights ago. I couldn’t make the connection between that man and this detective.
“What is going on in here?” Her voice was strident and furious at the same time. Nina had never sounded so outraged. Perez and Jordain turned but she ignored them. Her anger was not directed at them. She glared at me. Whatever our attempt at reconciliation had accomplished the other night, it had been undone by having a contingent of policemen inside the Butterfield Institute taking a patient, even a potential patient, away in handcuffs.
 



Fifty-Four
Perez and Jordain stared at the living room wall. In its way, it was eerily like their own wall at the precinct house. Lessor had papered it from one end to the other with every newspaper article about the Delilah murders. There was a design to the black-and-white clippings, graphically annotated with red markings: a map of a madman’s mind.
Jordain started at the right, Perez at the left. They walked from one end to the other, reading mostly to themselves until they found a section that Paul Lessor had underlined. Those they read out loud.
The two policemen who’d gotten there earlier showed the detectives what they had found in their search of the apartment.
“Did you find anything at all that could suggest where the bodies are?” Perez asked.
Both Reston and Douglas said they hadn’t, but they showed the detectives the medicine cabinet full of pill bottles, including Thorazine and half a dozen other antipsychotic drugs. Most of them were half full.
“He’s been on everything,” Perez said. “It’s a freaking drugstore in here.”
An hour later, the wall had been photographed and, piece by piece, the art director’s lair had been dismantled. Nothing had been found to lead them to their next destination in this search.
Often serial killers take souvenirs of their victims, but nothing in the apartment suggested that Paul had done this. There were no weapons. No restraints. There was no evidence of any blood on any of the man’s clothes, but they bagged all of his dirty laundry from the hamper in the bathroom so that the lab could go over it.
“This place is so small there’s nowhere he could hide anything, but just in case he brought those men here, let’s get the place printed.”
One of the backups went to work on that.
“I don’t like this guy as much as I thought I would,” Jordain said after two and a half hours.
“Why’s that?”
“Other than his obsession with the stories, there’s just nothing here.”
“I’m betting he’s got some other place somewhere. Out of the city. He’s a successful art director at a big publishing company. Probably makes more than enough for a weekender upstate or even in the Hamptons.”
“We’ll know that as soon as we get a court order for Lessor’s bank statements, mortgage papers, phone records. It sure would solve a lot of problems if I am wrong and you are right.”
“And this time I bet you wouldn’t even mind,” Perez said.
“Not one little bit.”
Jordain was sitting at Lessor’s desk. Everything was neatly put away. One thing that had struck him about the whole apartment was how uncluttered and organized it was. Even the newspapers on the walls were carefully cut out. The underlining was all done in the same red ink.
He opened the maroon leather address book that sat in the right-hand corner of the maroon leather desk pad. Inside, page after page was filled in a studied and artful handwriting.
Nothing was out of order.
“Let’s get this cross-referenced,” he said to Douglas.
Butler had spent the past few days entering the information from each of the victims’ address books and PDAs into a computer. Cross-references might lead them to the killer. Or to someone who knew all four men. Or who might at least know what their connection was.
So far there were only a few matches in the books. A movie theater. The New York Department of Motor Vehicles. Bloomingdale’s. And a few restaurants, but that wasn’t all that unusual. They all lived in Manhattan, were all well off, were all professionals.
Maybe Lessor’s book would offer up something else.
Jordain had picked up the book and was about to bag it when he shook his head. “Jeezus …”
“What is it?” Perez spun around.
“We are so fucking stupid sometimes.” He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Butler. She answered on the first ring.
“Take off his goddamn shoes and socks and tell me if he’s got the mark on his foot.”
 



Fifty-Five
Nina listened to my explanation of what had happened in the consultation with Paul Lessor. She’d frowned when I described the razor blade and how he had held it up in the light. She’d leaned forward when I explained how he had started to lactate and how I’d put that together with a long-term Thorazine patient and what I knew from Jordain about the victims possibly being drugged with Thorazine before they had died.
Nina’s loyalty to those she loved was legendary. And so was the depth of her anger.
Over the years, everyone who worked with her had seen her go into battle for a patient, oppose interference from outside authorities, fight off family members who were detrimental to the patient’s regaining his or her mental health.
In the past four months, I had seen her angry more often than in the past thirty years. First over my involvement with the police in the Magdalene Murders, and now with the Scarlet Society case.
But that had been nothing compared to this.
What she said after I finished came hurtling out with a suppressed force that surprised me. She didn’t yell; in fact, her voice was like a whisper. But harsh. Her mouth was pursed and the vertical lines above her upper lip—usually almost invisible—were white with rage.
“You do not call the police to come into this institute and take a patient away in cuffs.”
“I explained to you he was not a patient. He was here for a consultation. But that was a ruse. He was here to threaten me, Nina. He had a razor blade. He knew things about the men who have been killed. He was threatening me.”
“How do you know that he was dangerous? How do you know he wasn’t simply delusional? How do you know that razor blade wasn’t only a prop?”
“I don’t, but I couldn’t take a chance. The man had a weapon.”
“You have worked with hardened prisoners. You know karate and self-defense. We all do. You know exactly what to do when someone comes at you. If he had a gun, if you were here alone at night, that might have been different. You weren’t. He didn’t. You were out of line here, Morgan. You were looking for an excuse to call the police. You’ve been looking for an excuse for days.”
“That isn’t true.”
Her well-shaped eyebrows arched high in disbelief. “Isn’t it?”
“Are you insinuating that I’m lying?”
“No. I’m assuming that you are not facing the truth.”
“Have I ever done that before?”
“That doesn’t mean you are not doing it now,” Nina said. “You’re not dealing with how you feel about this detective.”
“I am dealing with what I know about this spate of killings.”
“We’ve been over this before, haven’t we? What you know about the Scarlet Society can’t help the police. But that’s not the issue here. We’re talking about you calling them here.”
“I’m telling you that he was threatening me. That I thought there was a real possibility he is the killer and that he had come to make sure I didn’t help the police figure out who he was. Why he thought I could, I don’t know. Something about what I’d been quoted as saying in the paper. But how much of this matters anymore? They have him in custody. No matter what he did or didn’t do, the man brought what I perceived as a weapon into my office. Nina, what if he had jumped on me and cut me? What if he’d lucked out and slit an artery?”
Something softened in her face. A motherly concern, the reality of what I was saying? “You know, don’t you, that I’m on your side?”
“You have a funny way of showing it. You aren’t looking out for me, Nina, but for the institute.”
She frowned. I could see hurt mixed with returning anger.
I stood up. “I have another patient. And this isn’t going to get us anywhere. You have to trust me on this.”
She stood, too, so we were facing. Neither of us moved to embrace the other. One of us should have.
And then the moment was interrupted by a knock on the door.
“Dr. Snow, Detective Jordain is on the phone.”
 



Fifty-Six
Dulcie was standing in the middle of the living room. I was on the couch, more relaxed than I had been in days. Jordain had Paul Lessor in custody. The danger was over. Dulcie was telling me about her rehearsal.
“Once we were all there, Raul sat us down in a circle and we went over everything that had happened in Boston.”
She wasn’t just telling me what had happened but performing for me, as if it were a scene from the play. “He asked each one of us what we thought, both positive and negative. No one mentioned me freezing up. No one.”
“Well, Dad said it wasn’t something he thought many people even noticed. I’m sure it felt to you like it lasted for hours, but he told me it was only a minute or two.”
“It did feel like hours, sort of like time had just stopped. And it was so quiet and everyone was looking at me and I couldn’t figure out what to do next.”
“It sounds really awful,” I said. “My mom told me about it when it happened to her.”
“Did she ever throw up because she was so nervous?” Dulcie asked. “Raul said some really big actors and actresses throw up even after years of performing. Can you imagine that? If I kept throwing up, I’d quit. Don’t you think you would?” But she didn’t really give me a chance to answer. There was more to tell about the healing that happened this day. “So then Raul told us there were more reviews and he read them to us.”
“Were they good?”
“All three of them said that I was going to be a star. That I had everything it takes.”
“Did they mention your stage fright?”
She shook her head. “No. Pretty amazing. I really thought they would.” Dulcie was more serene than I’d seen her in the past few weeks. The opening was still eight weeks away. The writers were reworking two of the songs and some of the dialogue. The cast and director were reblocking some of the numbers that had tripped them up in Boston.
I’d talked to Raul for a few minutes while Dulcie was gathering up her stuff that evening, and he assured me that her stage fright was much less severe than he’d seen in far more experienced performers.
“I wouldn’t worry about her,” he’d said.
“If you can find me a mother who doesn’t worry about her daughter, then she’s not much of a parent.”
I looked around, making sure Dulcie wasn’t nearby and couldn’t overhear me, and broached the subject of the suspected crush. “It seems perfectly natural to me but I wanted to mention it. To let you know.”
“Goes with the territory,” he said matter-of-factly. “First time it happened I was floored. Had no bloody idea what was going on. But that was a while ago. I’ve gotten awfully good at spotting it. And if I do say so, I’ve figured out how to strike a good balance of staying involved without appearing interested.”
After Dulcie finished recounting her day, we’d gone into the kitchen to make real hot chocolate, with melted bittersweet chocolate and milk. Actually, Dulcie was preparing it to ensure its success. I was sitting at the table and keeping her company.
That was when Noah called and asked if it would be okay if he came up.
“Is this business …?”
“Or pleasure?” He finished the part of the sentence I hadn’t asked, partly because Dulcie was in the room and partly because it was easier for me to assume it was business.
“I think you have to tell me,” I said.
“Tonight, it’s business. But it’s always a pleasure to do business with you, Dr. Snow.”
There was a playfulness back in his tone that seemed appropriate. I could only imagine how relieved he must be to have detained the man who had eluded and confounded him and the rest of the department for almost a month.
I didn’t ask him if it could wait until the next day. If it could have, I knew he wouldn’t have called.
“Do you like hot chocolate?”
“Are you making it?”
“No, Dulcie is.” They’d never met, but he knew about her, had seen photos of her, and had been interested in her drama career.
“Then the answer is yes.”
 



Fifty-Seven
“So, you’re the actress,” Jordain said as he took Dulcie’s hand to shake it. “Tough gig. How are you holding up?”
“Okay,” she said.
I could tell that she was curious about him. I’d explained that he was coming over to talk about a current case, but she wasn’t quite sure. She had some sixth sense about him. The same sense, I supposed, that I always had about her. So she hadn’t just inherited my mother’s love of acting, she’d inherited my intuition.
“I think openings are just the worst,” he said.
Dulcie looked at me with a crease between her brows, silently throwing accusations across the room like darts. I shook my head at her.
“I didn’t tell you that, Detective, did I?” Dulcie asked.
“No. I play piano, Dulcie. Jazz. I’ve done some big gigs. I know the drill. I know the shakes.”
“How long did it take you to get over it?” she asked in a fascinated voice.
“Never got over it, but learned to live with it. Lots of deep breathing. And focusing. Waiting to go on, I ask myself why I’m doing this to myself. And I always have the same answer. Because I want to make the music. Damn the audience.”
He was so good at being charming that it was almost suspect. I was glad I wasn’t going to have to see him anymore now that the case was solved. He was probably very good at lying, too. The other night with him had been an aberration. One I was not going to put myself in a position to repeat. He’d taken advantage of how stressed I was. How worried I was.
“Hey, it’s getting late,” I said, seeing that Dulcie had finished her hot chocolate. “Why don’t you get ready for bed?”
She gave me the pouty-mouth look that was the precursor to an argument, and I intercepted whatever it was that she was about to say.
“This is nonnegotiable.”
“Yes, Dr. Sin,” she retorted with just a shade too much sarcasm. I let it ride and repeated the suggestion that she take herself off to bed. She stopped at the door and turned to Noah. “It was really cool that you told me that stuff. Thanks.”
“It was nice meeting you. And I’m really looking forward to seeing you in that play,” Jordain said.
“Are you coming?” She seemed pleased, which really surprised me. Her response was immediate and heartfelt.
“If your mom invites me.”
“If she doesn’t, I will.”
I’d never seen my daughter flirt, and it shocked me. Not pleasantly, either. I had a jolt of foresight: in one split second I jumped from this one comment to her dating and me being home at night waiting to hear her key in the door.
Jordain and I went into the den.
“Is it him for sure?” I asked.
“Not sure. We think it’s him. One very interesting development is that he’s got that tattoo on his right foot, like the victims.”
“He does?”
Jordain nodded. His gaze focused on me. Unwavering. Intense. I wanted to look away but knew that would be suspect. I wanted to tell him, too. Just two words. But he didn’t need to hear them. He’d get them out of Paul Lessor now.
“What are your next steps?” I asked.
“We’re running the prints we found in the apartment. We’re checking his address book against the four address books we have of the victims. We’re looking for anything that ties these men together. We’re interviewing people he worked with. Trying to pinpoint where he’s been for the past few weeks. Looking for anything out of the ordinary. And about a million other things.” He stifled a yawn.
“How long has it been since you’ve slept more than four hours at a stretch?”
He smiled. Damn. That long, slow, slippery slide of his lips that affected me somewhere deep inside.
“Morgan, is there anything you can tell me about that tattoo?”
He knew that I knew. But how? Damn him again. I shook my head. They had him in custody. They’d figure it out now on their own. I wouldn’t have to betray any confidences or break privilege. I was almost light-headed with relief.
“But you know something we don’t.”
“Noah, don’t, please.”
“Shit.”
“If you’re going to start badgering me then I’m going to ask you to leave.”
“What do I have to do for you to ask me to stay?”
I didn’t say anything. A wave of cold spread over me. I gave an involuntary shiver.
“Why do I frighten you?”
I shook my head.
He didn’t relent.
“Do you even know?” he asked.
I shook my head again.
“I have a few ideas.”
“That’s good,” I said sarcastically.
“You want me to keep them to myself?”
“Yes, but I have an awful feeling you aren’t going to.”
“Have you been out on a date with anyone since your divorce?”
I could have told him that it wasn’t any of his business. Or just refused to answer. But I knew he wasn’t going to give up and I didn’t feel like fighting. Or at least that was my excuse. “No.”
“Do you think that’s giving your daughter the right message?”
“What?”
We were sitting together on the couch, far enough apart that we weren’t touching at all, but close enough so that I could smell his minty cologne. Close enough for him to reach out and brush my hair off my face.
“You know your hair is the color of the molasses that my mama used to cook with,” Noah said. “And your voice sounds like the water that whooshed by in the river outside our windows late at night.”
“You are shameless.”
“I’m smitten. I have been since I first met you. And even more than that since the other night. I didn’t think you’d be so hard to get over.”
“You make me sound like a flu.”
“Nope. The opposite. Being with you makes me wide awake, more aware of everything—of colors, tastes, even the smell of the air. After we’re together, when I’m alone again, there’s this sad riff that settles on me.”
I looked down, not wanting him to see the flush in my cheeks.
Smart man, he went back to what he’d been saying about Dulcie. “So do you think it’s a good idea for your daughter to see her mama give up on men? For her to see you throw yourself into your work and her? It’s too much pressure on a kid. It’s inhibiting to a teenager to have to worry if Mama is lonely and sad.”
“When did you get a degree in child psychology?”
He ignored the attitude in my voice. “Is her father dating?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Not good for another reason. Makes it look like men are stronger than women.”
This was like needles under my nails. Paper cuts on my fingerpads. Insects biting at my cheeks and neck. A dozen tiny unpleasant feelings erupted in me at once.
“How dare you,” I accused.
“What? Too close for comfort?”
“I am as strong as any woman she will ever meet. She sees that every day. I didn’t fall apart when my marriage did. I didn’t go running after a dozen men just so that I wouldn’t be alone. I didn’t start drinking or taking tranquilizers or doing anything unhealthy. I slept through every night. I never even intimated how lonely I was.”
He let my last few words linger in the air. It embarrassed me when I realized what I’d inadvertently said.
“Like who? Who told you how lonely she was and put all that pressure on you?”
My head jerked of its own accord. The sudden rush of tears that came to my eyes shamed me. He’d fooled me again. Once more getting me to tell him things and express feelings that I’d never admitted to before.
With one hand under my chin, he turned my face toward his. Reaching out with the forefinger of his other hand, he stopped a tear that was sliding down my cheek.
“You don’t have to tell me, Morgan. I can guess. But I want you to know you can tell me. It’s this crazy thing between us. I know things about you without knowing how. Will it help if I tell you it scares me as much as it scares you?”
“If it scares you, why don’t you go?”
“Because feeling scared like this is a big part of being alive.” And then without giving me a chance to object or move, he leaned forward and kissed me.
It was generous. Sustaining. He took nothing. Gave all.
Through my lips he transferred his want. His willingness to wait. His utter helplessness in the face of his desire. I accepted it all. Gave nothing back. He didn’t fight for it. Or try to pull it out of me. It was enough for him to offer it up to me.
“One day you’ll want to give it back,” he said in a deep, low voice that was like darkness falling. “I know you will. I don’t think I’m wrong. About other things, yes. But not you. Don’t ask me why. There is no reason on earth except I just know. It’s like when I have an idea for the piano. Sometimes it can take months for me to search out the whole composition. But that’s okay. The idea of it keeps me going. Because I know in my fingers, in my inner ear, in my soul, that the rest will come if I can just give it time.”
He kissed me again, this time putting a hand on each of my shoulders and pulling me very close to him and enfolding me in his arms.
For thirty seconds … forty-five … I just forgot. I wasn’t there. Not a woman sitting on a couch in her den with her daughter sleeping in another room. Not a therapist who had information that this policeman would do anything to get.
The sound of his blood beating in my ears and the feeling of his arms sheltering me blocked out any world that I knew or was used to.
Finally, before I could pull away, because that was what I knew I had to do, he did. Standing, he smiled down at me, a little wistfully. “You make me ache,” he said, and, without giving me a chance to say anything, left me there, sitting on my couch, looking around my den as if I’d never seen it before.
 



Fifty-Eight
The bad news came at noon the next day, like it always does with a phone call.
“Shit,” Perez said with such vehemence and anger that Jordain had no doubt what had happened. “Shit, shit, shit. Damn.”
“Another one?” Jordain asked.
Perez nodded at his partner as he continued on the phone. “Don’t go anywhere, we’ll come there.” He hung up. “That was Douglas. Young got another package this morning. We’re gonna have to let Lessor go.”
“He could have mailed them before we got him.”
“Nope. The lock of hair isn’t just in a bag. This time it’s wrapped up in a nice little cut-out of today’s New York Times article saying we have a suspect in custody.”
Jordain felt sick to his stomach, but there was no time for that. Grabbing the bottle of Pepto from his top desk drawer, he unscrewed the cap and chugged the viscous pink liquid while Perez waited.
“Where was Young last night?”
“Home all night.”
Jordain threw the empty bottle into the garbage pail and they left.
 



Fifty-Nine
The detectives spent the afternoon examining the photographs that Betsy Young had received that morning. Every detail of these new shots matched up to all the previous ones. Five portfolios of brutally graphic images of five men who had been defiled and killed.
How?
That remained a mystery.
Why?
They didn’t have a single clue. In fact, the list of the unknowns was one hundred times longer than the list of things they knew.
Louis Fenester was, like the others, laid out on a hospital gurney. The light source hit him evenly so that there were few harsh shadows, but that did nothing to soften the hard edges of the man’s angular physique.
He had been thin enough to start with—his girlfriend had delivered photographs of him eight days ago when he hadn’t come home after going to the gym. Now his ribs were protruding, his cheekbones arched over deep hollows in his face. He looked as if an overeager sculptor had gouged out too much of the marble with his chisel. Fenester no longer looked human; he could have been a stone effigy on top of a sarcophagus. His skin was like white marble, without the luminosity.
Around the man’s wrists and ankles were the same rings of green-and-blue-and-purple bruises that all the men had exhibited.
Like the four others before him, plus Paul Lessor, Fenester had the identifying tattoo on his right foot. But what did that mean? Lessor had steadfastly refused to tell them anything about the mark.
Fenester lay in what seemed to be the same room with the same dull gray backdrop behind him that had been in all the other shots. Nothing revealed the nature of the chamber of horrors beyond that sweep of even, toneless color.
The pallor of death had overtaken Fenester’s body so that although it was a color photograph, there was none in the man’s skin. The only vividness in the shot were the number 5s on the man’s feet. Bright red. The same hue as the leaves that were decorating the park and the city streets that time of year. What did Young call the color in all her articles?
Jordain tried to remember.
She never just said red, she was more specific.
Yes, scarlet.
When Officer Butler came in, both detectives looked up. She had a satisfied smile on her face. After the deep disappointment of the day’s events—of having to release Lessor, of knowing that Young wasn’t looking like a suspect, either, of having to inform Fenester’s girlfriend and family of his grisly murder, of dealing with the fury of their boss that they were back to square one—Butler’s expression buoyed them.
“You have something?” Jordain asked. “What is it?”
She nodded as she approached the table, littered with photographs of the dead man, and put down a computer printout that had squiggles of blue ink all over it.
“We got Fenester’s phone book keyed into our ever-growing database and we have one number that is showing up in all six.”
“The restaurant?”
She nodded. “It’s called S’s in one. Shel’s in one. It’s in Lessor’s phone book but he had it listed in the P’s and identified as ‘Pete’s friend’s place.’ Now, in Fenester’s PDA, it’s listed under S. No notation. Just the number.”
“So you checked it out?” Jordain asked, leaning forward, fingers frozen on the desk, body rigid, waiting.
“It’s a cell phone. Listed to Pine Realty. We’re working on getting the billing information.”
“Give me the number.”
Jordain punched the speaker button on his phone and dialed.
The three of them listened to the hollow sound of the phone ringing twice and then they heard a click. Butler’s sharp intake of breath was audible in the split second between the phone being picked up and the announcement starting.
“There’s no one here right now, but please leave your name and number and someone will get right back to you. Appointments and schedules of events can also be found online.”
Jordain hit the button to end the call.
“Appointments I can understand from a realty company. But events? What kind of events?” Perez asked.
“Open houses for other real estate agents?” Butler offered.
“Neither of you actually think that is a real estate office, do you?” Jordain asked.
“How long will it take to get the name and address of whoever pays the bills?” Perez asked Butler.
“About an hour. If we are lucky.”
“Well, let’s not bet on that. We haven’t been lucky so far. Not with one damn thing,” Jordain complained. “We have had five corpses, no idea of where they are hidden, a man with a mental disorder whose glee at the killings makes my blood run cold and who refuses to help us with one piece of information. Oh, I almost forgot, we have a red tattoo that links everybody up to one another.” Jordain got up, walked to the window and opened it. He leaned out, pressing the palms of his hands into the rough surface of the brick sill.
Horns honked, people shouted, cars roared by. The afternoon traffic was at its peak. Even though the air was tainted with the city smells, it was fresher than what was inside the office. He breathed in. Deeply. The end of October was usually colder than this. Or was it just that the air wasn’t even close to being cold as compared to the case?
Ice.
He was not used to coming up short. But he couldn’t think of a single case he’d ever worked on without a body or a crime scene. That was where leads came from. The body and the place the body was found.
Once you dealt with the concept that the victim was a man or woman who had a job, a family, a spouse, sibling or child who would be bereft, whose life would from this day forward never be the same, once you swallowed hard a few times—even though you’d been through this so many times you should be inured to it—you dealt with the clues. The hair and fibers. The skin trapped under the fingernails. The weapon. The blood on the floor. Or the sheets. The bullet casings. The contents of the victim’s stomach. The note in his pocket. The torn picture in her purse.
You could get somewhere with just one find. And you had a hundred places to make it.
But this insanity? Photographs and hair in sanitized plastic bags that mothers slipped sandwiches in, that were sold in every damn supermarket in the whole United States? Manila envelopes that couldn’t be traced because every office supply store in the damn country sold them?
“Hey, look at this,” Butler said, interrupting Jordain’s thoughts. She was leaning over and examining one of the shots of Fenester’s midsection that had been enlarged.
“What is it?”
“He’s got some kind of shadow on the underside of his left thigh. Or is it a shadow? Whatever it is—this is something I haven’t seen before.”
Jordain went back to the table, bent over her shoulder and looked down at what she was pointing to.
It didn’t look like anything in any of the other shots. One deviation from the exactness, but, just to make sure, he picked it up and carried it the length of the photo-papered room, holding it up and comparing it to the other shots taken from the same angle.
To him, the collage of death-scene shots didn’t look macabre—he was used to it. But to anyone who might have walked in who wasn’t with the department, the wall would be something they would never forget. There were hundreds of photos of male body parts. The same section in a dozen different magnifications. Some recognizable, others enlarged to the point of abstraction.
“No, nothing like this on any of the other men’s legs.”
Returning to Butler, he put the photograph down and pointed at the oblong irregular pattern she’d noticed.
“I don’t think it looks like a bruise. But it sure does look strange. What’s wrong with it? What is that splotch?”
Jordain picked up two other shots at random, turned them over, and used the blank white paper to create a frame around the area so that there was nothing distracting them from it.
All three of them stared down.
“What the hell is it?” Perez asked.
Jordain squinted. He put his hand down and moved the white frame in just a little closer so he could focus even more clearly.
“Holy shit,” Jordain muttered.
Butler looked up.
 



Sixty
The dosage of Thorazine had been easy to administer. Pills crushed in water. Water taken greedily. Zombies willing to lie down and sleep. Everything about them subdued. The walking dead. The sleeping dead. The dead. Nothing woke them. That was right. Nothing could wake the dead. But the dead would strike fear in the hearts of those who knew about them. The dead would warn the living to stay away. To be better than these men had been. To behave.
Behave.
Such an easy word. Such a luscious concept.
Easy, the photographer thought, everything had been easy. Blessed. The whole plan had been blessed. The men did not see a stranger waiting for them. You do not fear someone whom you know. They came willingly. Too willingly, in fact. They were actually accommodating.
There was nothing to worry about. The monitor was on. If anything went wrong, the photographer would hear it.
But what could go wrong with the sleeping dead?
Each man had been a study in color, shape and form. To light each of them, to capture the image, to get the angles right, to develop the film carefully had taken talent. The result had been professional, even though the photographer was only an amateur.
Arrrrg.
A sound?
Arrrg.
A moan?
Arrrrrrrg.
What was wrong?
Work tools, dropped without thought. A splatter of red spilled on the floor. It didn’t matter. Not now.
Arrrg.
Run, faster. It was so many steps from the studio, through the hall, down the steps, through the cool brick-lined room, past the thick steel door built to withstand invasions and hold a family of six for days or weeks.
Arrrrrrrrrrg.
Getting closer. Closer. Closer.
The man writhed on the stretcher. Beat against the restraints. His face was pale, sweat dripped from his forehead into his eyes. He was screaming into the gag.
It had been important to memorize the side effects of Thorazine in case of emergency. Few were serious. Only one was deadly: a heart attack. And the photographer knew what a man having a heart attack looked like. He looked like the man strapped to the gurney.
Fingers fumbled to unbuckle the restraints.
It had been hours since their last cocktails. His drugs would just be wearing off. Why would the attack come now? It didn’t matter.
“Can you get up? Let me help you up.”
Arrg.
He was moving, sitting up. In pain and slow, but thank God he was standing.
“I’m going to take you to the hospital. You’ll be fine. Hold on to my arm. Let me help you.”
Prayers? Yes, prayers said silently that the man would be able to traverse the distance from here to the car. He was walking. Doubled over in pain. Slow. But putting one foot in front of the other. Lifting his legs. Step. Up. Step. Up. Prayers said silently that the man would be okay during the ride to the hospital. Because the man couldn’t die. That would be murder.
 



Sixty-One
My appointment with Nicky and Daphne was a welcome interruption to my week. Since the resurrection of my argument with Nina the day before, I was uncomfortable at the institute. We’d had two—no, three—fights in as many weeks, and each pushed us further apart. I found myself staying in my office. Avoiding walking in the halls. I knew sooner or later we were going to have to figure out how to work out our differences and that my avoidance of her was cowardly and childish, but that didn’t make it any easier for me to confront her. To do that, I would have to confront how I felt about Noah Jordain. And I wasn’t prepared to do that. Not yet.
At least in the car, I’d have forty-five minutes to clear my head on the way up to Connecticut.
I took the North Street exit off Merritt Parkway, drove for ten minutes, took one turn, then another, drove five minutes, and finally pulled up in front of Daphne’s house. I was fifteen minutes early, but I didn’t care.
I parked in the driveway.
There were orchards to the right of the house and I didn’t think that anyone would mind if I took a walk.
Everywhere I looked, a tapestry of leaves obliterated the grass and changed the distant landscape into a fauvist painting.
As we get close to death, we lose our color, we lose our beauty. I had seen my mother, sickly and thin, her hair stringy, her once peach-colored skin gray and ashen when she had become unconscious.
As leaves die, they alone become more beautiful. As they perish, they offer up a palette of screaming colors.
The wind blew and hundreds of lemon-yellow aspen leaves took wing, dipping and soaring on the breeze, flying around me, as colorful and as graceful as butterflies.
It had been slightly overcast when I got out of the car, but the cloud cover had blown away and the sun shone now and illuminated the landscape around me and the house beyond.
I walked toward it, getting closer and closer until, with the sun shining like that, I could see right into Daphne’s studio. There were several large canvases on display. About three feet away, I stopped. No, that’s not accurate. About three feet away, the painting I saw through the glass stopped me.
The portrait on the easel was of a man. Naked. Sitting in a chair. His head lolled to one side. His expression was slack and lifeless. His flesh fell in folds.
The painting was darker around the edges and lightened as it came closer to the center, so that there was a brightness on the man’s midsection. At the very center of that spotlight, displayed the way a diamond is exhibited in one of Tiffany’s windows, was the prize—the most detailed and lovingly painted part of the canvas: the man’s flaccid and very small penis.
Something was familiar about the composition. What? Where had I seen it before? I looked at the next easel. Another portrait of a naked man. He was standing, leaning really, against a wall. His shoulders slumped. He looked out, imploring, begging for help.
Daphne was more than accomplished. She was masterful. She captured emotions and intentions as well as any artist whose work hung in a gallery.
Like the other painting, this one employed a halo effect so that, after being assaulted by the man’s expression, I was drawn to the dead center of his body. His penis was wrinkled, red, shrunken. Impotent.
Overall, Daphne’s style was luminous and detailed, but nowhere on the canvases did she lavish more detail and time and create as much grotesque beauty as with the genitalia.
That was when I saw the third painting.
The nausea rose quickly. I didn’t expect it, so I didn’t have time to prepare myself for the violent way the image struck me. I put my hand out, reaching for a tree branch, and held on while I vomited on the newly fallen leaves.
And then I ran toward the house.
 



Sixty-Two
Ronny White watched the silver Mercedes SUV pull into the parking lot of the emergency wing of the Greenwich Hospital and noted the license plate.
The hospital was well staffed, well appointed, and catered to the inhabitants of the town’s population of 60,000, who were among the most wealthy in the United States. He liked his job. The hospital never got crazy busy like a big-city hospital. Great doctors worked there, imported from large cities to cater to the needs of the well heeled. Most of all, Ronny liked the visitors and patients who tipped him lavishly for watching their six-figure cars.
The driver who had just turned in to the lot was handling the car erratically, a sure signal to Ronny of an emergency. He called the front desk and told Lucie to send out some staff. “There’s a problem coming in.”
This was one of the things he could do: watch who was coming and going in a way that you never could in one of those giant hospitals in a metropolitan area.
“He’s having a heart attack!” the driver shouted at Ronny as the car came to a stop in front of him.
Ronny nodded. “Don’t move him. They are on their way out and—” He didn’t have time to finish when two orderlies and two nurses arrived with a stretcher.
As soon they got the man out of the car and onto the stretcher, the driver threw the car into Reverse and screeched out of the parking lot.
Ronny stared at the retreating Benz, trying to memorize the plates. He thought he had it, but he wasn’t sure. The car had been moving too fast. Who leaves someone in that condition at the hospital and then drives off? A criminal, Ronny thought. Or a drunk. Either way, he should call the police.
The man was on the stretcher now. They were rushing him into the E.R.
Jeeze.
He’d seen a lot in the four years he had been working in Greenwich. Rich folk cried no different than poor ones. They sat down in the parking lot in the middle of the afternoon and curled up in a little ball and just wept. He’d seen kids, no older than his sister’s kids, riding up in fancy cars, stubbing out their cigarettes, running in to pay a visit to Mom or Dad and coming back out jabbering on their cell phones. He’d seen mothers bring in babies turning blue and ambulances delivering patients with every ailment and injury there was.
But he had never seen a man, stark naked, with restraints on his ankles and wrists, wheeled into the emergency room at four o’clock in the afternoon. Hell, at any time.
And he hoped that he never would again.
 



Sixty-Three
The front door was shut, but not locked. Opening it, I called out Daphne’s name. No response. Running, I went from the foyer, to the living room, through to the kitchen, into the den, the whole time calling her name. Over and over.
“Daphne? Daphne? Daphne?”
Silence.
This was not the kind of house to leave unlocked. Besides, where was Daphne? She was an agoraphobic who had not left the house in six months, and yet she wasn’t home now, when our session was scheduled? And where was Nicky?
Alone, any of those things would have concerned me, but together with seeing those horrific paintings, I was seriously alarmed.
Had Daphne read the articles about the men who had been killed, men who she, too, had known from her more active days as a participant at the Scarlet Society, and used her talent with brushes and paint to give voice to her nightmares?
Yes, that had to be it. It was the only possible explanation.
I walked into the studio. Maybe Daphne was there, in a corner I hadn’t seen. Maybe she was wearing headphones and hadn’t heard me calling out.
The light splashed through the windows onto the gruesome canvases.
They were portraits of powerlessness.
“Daphne? Daphne?”
No answer.
There were three doors in the studio besides the main one. The first led to a bathroom. Daphne wasn’t there. The second opened on a supply closet and she wasn’t in there, either. As I closed the door, I thought I heard something and turned, scanning the room. Static was coming from the monitor on the marble fireplace mantel. I moved closer to it. A monitor picking up noises from where? I carried it with me as I moved toward the third door.
The first thing I saw was the red light that washed over the cabinets and tabletops. The smell was stringent and sharp. I hadn’t known what it was the first time I’d been to the house and I’d mistaken it for something else in Jordain’s office, but I understood now.
Daphne had told me that she took photos of her subjects and worked from them, as well as working from life. Of course she would have a darkroom of her own.
The ruby glow illuminated the bottles of chemicals and the plastic baths. The trays were empty, but there were at least a dozen photographs hanging from clips on a line running from one end of the narrow room to the other.
Dozens of shots of a face. Devoid of everything but desperation.
It was the face I recognized from the painting.
Where was Daphne?
I still had the monitor in my hand, and when it came to life I almost dropped it. The noise sounded like an animal in trouble. Or was it a human being moaning?
My fear suddenly surged into panic. I tried to figure out what to do.
The groans continued.
I ran from the studio, back out to the foyer, looking, searching for some clue that would tell me where Daphne was—because by now I was sure she was at the other end of the monitor.
Nothing in the living room. Nothing in the den. Nothing in the kitchen. But in the pantry off the kitchen there was a door flung open. Had it not been open, I never would have seen it—it was disguised to look like shelves.
Down a flight of steps.
In my hand, the moans continued.
Into a dark wine cellar where I was greeted with dank earth smells.
Wine and vinegar, sour smells.
And something else.
Putrid human smells. Urine. Feces. Filthy flesh.
In a house? In this house?
“Daphne?”
The moaning was no longer coming just from the monitor. Now I could hear it in the distance. It was down here with me. Not far.
Gagging on the odors I was following, I continued calling out Daphne’s name and listening for the returning squawks. Could Daphne be making those sounds? There was more than one person moaning. Who was she with? Where were they?
I went through another opened door, this one disguised as a shelf of wine bottles. Down three more steps. How low into the earth was I descending?
The scent of human waste was overpowering me. For one second, I wondered if I was going to be able to go on. Breathe through your mouth, I thought. Don’t even allow yourself to smell this. I pulled out my cell. No signal. Damn.
I took the last step and found myself in a large, windowless chamber. The center of the earth. The basement’s basement. And facing me, as my eyes adjusted to this deeper darkness, lurid proof that there is no limit to the depravity of the human mind.
 



Sixty-Four
Four men were lying tethered to hospital gurneys. I didn’t want the carnage to be real, but it was.
Who brought these men here? And where was Daphne?
Sweat rolled down my back. My legs shook so badly I had trouble standing.
My mind was not functioning.
Arrrg.
I heard the sound and screamed. What was happening?
The dead do not talk.
They do not moan.
But these men were moaning.
In the gloom, I saw the bright red marks on the soles of their feet. Numbers painted—of course, painted—painted in red.
2
3
4
5
There was no number 1.
Why was that gurney empty?
Where was number 1?
The chorus of grunts entreated me. When I was an intern on the psychiatric ward at the hospital, I had seen faces like these. They were drugged, sedated.
Thorazine.
Damn it.
None of us had thought of it—the men were not dead.
Damn it.
All of us—Jordain, Perez and I—had been looking for a serial killer. I’d studied everyone I met connected with the Scarlet Society for just one woman who exhibited any of the personality traits of a mass murderer: a psychopath with no regard for human life. A monster who killed for thrill and sexual satisfaction.
We all knew the stats.
Eighty-eight percent of serial killers are Caucasian men aged twenty to forty. More than seventy percent of them operate in a specific location or area. In a chart of serial killers’ childhood development characteristics created in 1990, the three most dominant behaviors included daydreaming, compulsive masturbation and isolation.
They are dominant, powerful and controlling men. Who often have trouble perceiving the difference between themselves and God. Many believe that God is, in fact, telling them what to do.
By keeping these men prisoner here, by drugging them and holding them against their will, someone had committed a grievous crime. But it was not the work of a serial killer. Not the work of any kind of killer at all. Every one of these men was blessedly alive.
We had all been looking for the wrong kind of criminal. Of course we hadn’t found him.
I moved among the men and, one by one, felt for their pulses and undid their gags, rushing, my fingers fumbling. There was too much to do at once. Triage was all about quick decisions. First, make sure everyone is alive. Check to see if anyone is in a life-threatening crisis. Then worry about their comfort.
None of the men appeared to be in acute danger.
Yes, sedated, but clearly not dehydrated or starved.
And not dead.
Not at all dead. I needed help now.
I pulled out my cell phone again—there was still no signal. We were too deep in the bowels of the earth.
I had to get to Jordain. As soon as possible.
“I am going to go and get you help,” I said to the men, and then turned to go back up the dark, steep steps.
 



Sixty-Five
Nicky stood in the doorway, blocking my way, but he wasn’t looking at me. His mouth was open and he was as pale as the men lying before him. Except some of their paleness—that dead look we’d all seen in the photographs—was paint. I’d seen the palette and the brushes upstairs. Daphne was an artist. She had used her talents to create the impression of death, disguising their flesh tones with a light gray paint before she took their photos.
As Nicky took in the scene, I knew, because I had just been through the process, that his brain was trying to understand and accept what he was seeing. It was clear from his reaction that he was not involved in this abomination.
“We have to call the police,” I said. “Now. Quickly. Can you get me to a phone?”
He didn’t move. A vein on his temple throbbed to the beat of some atonal tune.
“Did Daphne do this?” His voice wavered with the question.
“I don’t know.”
“How …” His voice broke.
He was still in my way. “Nicky, we need to call the police. Please, let me go upstairs, let me call an ambulance. The police.”
He was not listening. “My wife. Did she do this?”
“I don’t know, Nicky.”
“Are they dead?”
“No, but every one of them is in danger. We are in danger. You and I. Daphne is, too. Please, we need to go upstairs and call the police.”
“Do you know where she is?”
“No.”
“You know she did this, don’t you?”
I nodded my head.
“And you know why she did this, don’t you?”
I hadn’t been able to imagine why anyone would have done it when I’d first arrived in the dungeon. As I was bending over those living cadavers and listening to their hearts, it was impossible to guess. But now, seeing Nicky’s sad, sick eyes, I did.
“Yes,” I said as I tried to get past him.
“It was to scare me away from the society, once and for all. To make me think that if I kept going I would be next.”
“Nicky!” I yelled at him. “Stop. Not now. We can talk about all of this once I call the police.” But we didn’t get anywhere. Daphne had found us.
“Nicky?” Her voice was strong and certain and commanding. “What do you think you are doing down here?”
 



Sixty-Six
Officer Butler carried the enlargements of the fifth victim’s right thigh, and as she walked she flipped through them, watching as the area in question got larger and larger and larger until it filled the whole sheet.
Her mouth opened in astonishment just as she crossed the threshold into the room where Jordain and Perez were waiting.
“You are not going to believe this. It’s like he’s got a splotch of living flesh here. Is it possible the rest of him could be painted?” She looked up. Neither detective had even heard her.
Jordain and Perez were on the speakerphone, listening and struggling into their jackets as the conversation hurried on.
“Yes, yes, he has the number 1 written on both feet” came the disembodied male voice.
“Okay. We’re on our way,” Jordain started for the door.
“Greenwich Hospital, that’s what exit?” Perez shouted.
“Exit three on I-95.”
Butler hurried along with them, getting the story as they rushed through the halls, out of the station house and into Jordain’s car.
“A man was brought to the emergency room at Greenwich Hospital about thirty minutes ago. Heart attack. Naked. And, like you heard, with red numbers on the bottoms of his feet.”
“Have they confirmed it’s Philip Maur?”
“He’s conscious. Says that’s who he is. Wife is on her way up there, too.”
Jordain pulled the car out of the parking spot.
“There’s one odd thing,” Perez told Butler. “The doctors found streaks of grayish white paint on his legs.”
“I know,” Butler said, handing him the photographs.
 



Sixty-Seven
Philip Maur’s wife was sitting by his bedside. The heart attack had been Thorazine-induced and had done only minor damage. She held her husband’s hand and wept silently, muttering the same five words over and over.
“I thought you were dead. I thought you were dead.”
Jordain and Perez stood in the doorway, finishing up their conversation with the doctor.
“We won’t stay any longer than we have to.”
“I’m going in with you, just as a precaution.”
“That’s fine,” Perez said.
“Do you know where you were?” Jordain asked after he and Perez had identified themselves and told Mr. Maur how happy they were that he was alive.
Phil nodded. “At her house,” he said in a hoarse voice. He licked his lips. Once, and then again. His wife handed him a glass of water. He drank from it slowly. All the way down.
Jordain was impatient but didn’t show it.
“You were at her house?”
“We were all at her house.”
“All?”
“Five of us. Tied up like …” His voice cracked and he started to cry. Damn. But he could no more stop the tears than he could let go of his wife’s hand.
“You and four other men. Are all of them dead?”
He shook his head. His shoulders heaved.
The doctor moved in, ready to stop the interview if the monitor showed any change in the man’s heartbeat, but the pattern stayed consistent.
“I know this is terrible, Mr. Maur, and we are very sorry to have to ask you to talk about what happened, but we need to find the house. We need to find the people who did this to you.”
Phil was shaking his head vehemently.
“Everyone is alive. Drugged. But alive …” A sob escaped. “I’m sorry … never meant to …” The tears flowed. His wife was staring at him.
Jordain figured that Phil was not going to say anything with his wife sitting there. He sought out Butler’s eyes and motioned to Mrs. Maur with a slight incline of his head. She walked over, gently took the woman by her arm and said, “Mrs. Maur, could you just come outside with me for a few minutes? I have some questions I need you to help me with.”
Once she was out of the room, Jordain took her place by Phil’s bedside.
“All that matters right now is finding out where you were. Where the other men are. So we can get to them in time. Do you know whose house it was?”
He nodded.
“What is her name?”
“I didn’t mean to …”
“There is time for that later, Mr. Maur. Right now, we need to know where you were and where those other men are being held.”
“I only know her first name. The name she used.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know if it was her real name. A lot of them didn’t use their real names.”
Jordain felt as if he were deep under water, struggling to get to the surface where it was light.
He wrote down the name that Phil gave him. Only a first name. Not much help. “Where was the house? Do you know that?”
“Somewhere in the country. Sorry, I was already groggy by the time I got in the car.”
“Do you remember how long it took her to drive you to the hospital?”
“No. It felt like five years.”
 



Sixty-Eight
The detectives and the local police stood in the parking lot of the Greenwich Hospital discussing how to go about finding the house.
“Big town, small population. We’ve only got 60,000 people living here, but the township covers more than forty-eight square miles, much of it backcountry. Big houses on lots of acres. Canvassing would take days.”
“And all we have is a first name, and we’re not even sure it’s a real first name.”
Butler approached. With her was a uniformed cop from Greenwich along with a man wearing black pants, a white shirt and a black jacket with a hospital insignia on it. She introduced the man to Jordain and Perez.
“We’ve got something,” she said. “Mr. White here saw the woman who dropped off Phil Maur. He noticed the car because of the way it came careening into the lot. And like he does with all the cars that park in Emergency, he took down the license plate.”
“You are a good man,” Jordain said as he took the piece of paper with three numbers and three letters written in black ink. He looked at it and handed it to the local detective.
“Shouldn’t take me more than five minutes.”
“Make it three,” Jordain said.
 



Sixty-Nine
Daphne stood in the shadows of the staircase. Her hair was wild, her blouse was pulled out of her slacks. There were sweat stains under her arms. Her mouth was twisted into an angry grimace. “What are you doing here?” she screamed at me.
I didn’t have much time—only a few seconds while she was still in shock at seeing me—to push past Nicky and then get past Daphne in an attempt to get upstairs and out of there. To get to a phone. To get away.
But before I knew what was happening, Nicky fell on me and the force of his body pushed me to the floor. My shoulder started to throb. Nausea came in waves. I knew from experience that my bone might be broken.
Nicky sat up. “You pushed me,” he was saying to Daphne in a dazed voice.
The pain in my arm was making me dizzy, but I managed to sit up, too.
“Why did you push me?” Nicky asked his wife. He was on overload, trying to work out the meaning of what was happening, not understanding anything.
Behind me, the men were screaming and shouting.
Daphne was standing over her husband and me, staring down at us; in her hand was a gleaming pair of scissors. Her back was to the staircase, blocking it. To get to it, I’d have to push past her.
“Get up,” she said to him.
Nicky did what she asked.
Slowly, despite the pain, I got up, too, keeping my eyes on the scissors. She was three or four feet away from me. I wondered if I could lunge at her and throw her off balance. The scissors weren’t much of a weapon against two of us. Nicky could take them out of her hand in one movement. But he was just standing there, rubbing his chin, staring at his wife.
“Nicky?” I said. No response. “Daphne, please put down the scissors. You need to call the police. I’ll help you. You won’t even go to jail. You just need help. Everyone is still alive. You will be fine. But you have to put down the scissors and let me get to the phone.”
She laughed at me and looked at her husband. “Do you see, Nicky? You have to see. I did all of this for you, not to hurt anyone. I had it all planned out. I even picked Liz to send the photos to because I knew that she hated you all so much she’d enjoy making you cower. I guessed who she was. Saw her at a party. Lucky me. Screw conflict of interest. I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation of keeping the story for herself. That she’d do everything she could to feed the police the bare minimum while milking the news. She didn’t want the crimes solved—she wanted power over all of you, and I was giving it to her. I wanted you to live with the fear. Day after day. And have it grow in you. Until the fear was so big it overpowered the lust.”
He was just nodding.
“You have to give it up—you understand that, don’t you? No more going to the Scarlet Society.”
Daphne was talking to him in a more strident tone of voice than she had used before in my presence, and her face was arranged in a mask of power that was the opposite of the sensitive, loving wife I’d met the two previous times. Which woman was real? The wife who only wanted her husband to be faithful to her? Or this aggressive, powerful woman crazed with jealousy?
“Daphne, we have to call the police now.” I was using a calm voice, hoping I could reach her and break through her rage, but she was ignoring me.
“Nicky, do you understand?” she asked.
He nodded his head.
“You have to do what I say from now on, Nicky. All right?”
He nodded.
“Come here.”
He moved closer to her.
She reached out with her free hand and stroked her husband’s groin with her fingertips.
It seemed that we had all disappeared—me and the four naked men strapped to their gurneys. They were talking and shouting, but she was not hearing them. She continued to rub her husband until a smile curved her lips. She’d made him hard. Despite the plight of these men, the stink of the torture chamber, the imminent danger and the shining weapon, he was under her spell.
Her fingers curled around the bulge in his pants, squeezed it, and then unzipped his fly and pulled his penis out.
“See, when you listen to me, when you accept me for who I am to you, when you don’t fight me, it’s fine. You’re hard, aren’t you? You’re nice and hard. And that’s for me. Because I know how to treat you.”
Nicky had slipped into a sexual fugue state. His eyes were shut. His lips parted. His face muscles went slack. Daphne leaned down and sucked on his penis. Up and down, licking him as she swallowed him.
This was my only chance. How concentrated was she on proving her erotic domination of her husband? How much did she want to show him, or herself, or the other men in the room, that she had the power and could command them all?
Enough so that I might be able to inch away?
 



Seventy
I took one small step forward. Daphne didn’t miss a beat. She raised her head away from her husband’s crotch and pointed the scissors at me.
“You aren’t really serious, are you?”
Nicky was somnambulistic, focused only on his wife’s wet lips. He didn’t seem to know—or, if he knew, didn’t seem to care—that his erection was exposed.
“Nicky, I need you to help me,” I pleaded, surprised at how pathetic my voice sounded.
Daphne’s other hand moved to her husband’s penis and grabbed ahold of him hard enough for her knuckles to turn white. He was not at all aware of me.
I didn’t know how to reach him. Daphne held the scissors in her right hand, continued stroking him with her left and leered at me. “Don’t move,” she said.
I looked right at Nicky, took a breath and in a clear, loud voice said, “Nicky. She’s been lying to you. She’s not agoraphobic. But she is dangerous. She needs serious help. Psychiatric help. And you are the only one who can make sure she gets it. I know you want to help her. You came to me to get help for her.”
His head had fallen back, he was more lost than ever in his sexual stupor. My voice was probably a hiss in the background compared to the sensations he was feeling.
Daphne did not stop her ministrations.
I inched forward again.
Daphne stopped moving her hand.
Nicky’s head jerked back. “No—” he cried. “Please don’t stop.”
“I’ll finish after we deal with her. We have to tie her up. We have to protect ourselves.”
“Please … don’t stop.” He was still reeling from her interrupting his impending orgasm. “Please …” he repeated.
“As soon as we figure out what to do with this little mess.” She was torn between keeping Nicky sexually engaged—knowing that was the key to keeping him on her side instead of the side of reality—and at the same time she needed to figure out how to stop me. The scissors in her right hand shook from her trembling. “Nicky, we have to strap her down on the gurney. You have to get up. You have to help me.”
Nicky turned. His eyes were glazed with lust and need but some of it dissipated as he looked at me.
I knew that the only shot I had was to convince him that his wife needed help and he was the only one who could ensure that she would get it. If he really loved her, whether it was a healthy love or not, I was going to have to bet on the fact that he would want to save her more than he wanted to hurt me. But would he? Or more to the point, could he? I didn’t know enough about their relationship yet to know if he was subservient to her only sexually or in other ways.
“Nicky, we can help Daphne.”
“Shhh …” She leaned closer to him and kissed him behind his ear. “Nicky …” She took his hand, put it up to her mouth and sucked in his thumb, going down on it and then pulling up slowly.
“We have secrets to keep now, Nicky. Your secrets with the society. My secrets here. We have to bury them. Both sets of secrets.” She went down on his thumb again.
What was she planning to do to keep her secrets? What could I do to stop her? There was no way to protect myself. All I had—all I ever had—was my voice. But how could I compete with her? He was a man addicted to giving up power, who found it sexually arousing. His wife knew that.
“I’m sorry,” she said to me. “I don’t know what else to do. You’re just too big a part of the secret now. You have to get up on that table.”
I didn’t argue. At least I could act as if I were going to obey. The longer I could stall her, the greater chance I had to talk Nicky into helping me.
“I can help you figure out what to do, Daphne. I can help with the police so you don’t have to go to jail.”
“I don’t think so.” She laughed and I cringed. It was a deranged laugh. A power-sick cackle that went through my body like a shot of pain. “I know how to help myself. I’m going to bury the secrets. I’ve known that I could do that all along. This bunker is twenty feet under the house. No one knows it’s here. My grandfather had it built as a bomb shelter. It’s not in any of the plans. Once Nicky and I walk out of here and shut the door behind us, no one will ever be able to find any of you. It wasn’t my plan, but I always knew it was a backup.”
Nicky seemed surprised by what she was saying. I could see that in the narrowing of his eyes, in the way he put his lips together in a tight line.
“Nicky.” I made my voice as authoritative as I could. I had learned from my session with Paul Lessor what I had done wrong. I was not going to waste the one shot I had left.
He didn’t turn.
“Nicky!” I shouted at him with as much venom as I could put into the two syllables.
He reacted and turned to me.
“You must listen to me, Nicky.” I kept my voice dictatorial. “Daphne loves you. She loves you enough to kill five people if she has to. You have to take away the power of her love. If you don’t, you’ll allow her to destroy both of you. You’ll wind up keeping her secret for her. You understand what I’m saying, don’t you? Yes. Of course you do. I know you do. You’ve had a secret for years. The Scarlet Society has been your dirty secret. And you know how that secret controlled you. You know that, Nicky, don’t you?”
He was listening. Her fingers on his crotch were not distracting him from the tyrannical tone of my voice, or from the meaning of my words. I was ordering him to listen with every single syllable I uttered.
For one moment, Daphne had forgotten the most important thing.
Her husband was not addicted to sex.
Nicky was addicted to a woman overpowering him. To a woman demanding something from him. She was being too soft. Her need for his help was blinding her. She was seeing him as her savior and that was not the role he craved. He wanted to be a slave. If only she had stopped asking him to help her for just one minute and made him obey her, she would have won. But she didn’t do it.
“Listen to me, Nicky,” I commanded. “You bastard. You have to listen to me. Daphne needs you so much. She wants you. That’s all she wants. She doesn’t control you. I do. She is weak. Like you. I am the one with the power.”
He was completely focused on what I was saying now. “You don’t want to be the big brave man and give Daphne what she needs, what she needs, Nicky. You want to give me what I demand.”
Daphne’s hand was urgently racing up and down his erection. “Nicky … help me.”
“No!” I screamed at him, hoping that Daphne was too far gone to understand what I was doing, that she wouldn’t try to figure out why he was responding to me.
He was completely focused on me now, what she was doing to him might have merged with my voice, but it was my voice more than her actions that absorbed him.
“Nicky, I am ordering you to take the scissors out of Daphne’s hand. NOW!”
He turned to his estranged wife. The fact that she still had her fingers wrapped around his penis didn’t seem to be registering with him anymore. He slapped her hand away as if it were an annoying fly and reached for the scissors.
She was faster than he was. Pushing past him, she ran at me, her hand raised, the scissors pointed at my chest.
“Nicky, stop her!” I yelled. He went flying after her.
I ran in the other direction. Stopped seeing, just blindly moving, racing to find a corner of the room where she couldn’t get at me. All I could think of was Dulcie. That I had to protect myself for Dulcie. I had to get home to my daughter.
Daphne followed me, enraged, ready to do battle with the other woman, with all the other women whom Nicky responded to when he no longer responded to her.
“Nicky, stop her!” I yelled.
She was a blur rushing me and then she was gone. Nicky had pulled her back. The two of them lay on the floor in a heap.
I heard weeping. Daphne’s sobs. Nicky lay on top of her. He was finally flaccid. “Daphne, Dr. Snow is right. You know she is. We have to get you help. We can’t make this worse than it already is.”
She stared at him. There was an expression of disgust on her face: her lips were twisted into a grimace, her nostrils flared. With a huge burst of energy, she got her arm loose. She still had the damn scissors clutched in her fingers. She raised them over her head.
They came down. An arc of silver light gleamed in the gloomy basement.
The sound was that of a small animal caught in the night.
I cringed.
Daphne stopped moving. The blood leached out, turning her light pink shirt deep red.
Nicky shouted something I couldn’t make out and knelt down to her.
“No. Don’t touch her, Nicky. Go upstairs and call the police. Depending on how the scissors are lodged in her chest, you could hurt her more if you try to pull them out. Just go. Now!”
He stared at me. “I can’t leave her,” he whimpered.
“If you don’t, she’s going to die for sure. Go. Now.”
 



Seventy-One
Nicky didn’t have to leave Daphne’s side after all.
The police—including Jordain and Perez—had found the house and were already inside and on their way down the stairs when they heard the scream.
Ambulances had followed them to the house, expecting to find the other men there—hoping to find them.
Within ten minutes, all four men plus Daphne, who was unconscious but still alive, had been taken to the local hospital in the waiting vehicles. Nicky pulled himself together, zipped up his pants and went with his wife. Holding her hand. Holding back tears. Glued to her side. Two local policemen had accompanied him.
One of the medics examined my shoulder. He didn’t think it was broken—I had too much movement and not enough pain—but he suggested I get it X-rayed by the end of the day.
Jordain, Perez, Butler and two local detectives remained behind to lock down the crime scene. But first, Jordain was taking care of me.
We sat on the steps of the house amid a spattering of dried yellow and scarlet leaves, and I tried to remember how to breathe normally.
His hand on my back moved back and forth. “Square breathing, okay? In, one, two, three, four. Hold, one, two, three, four. Let the breath out, one, two, three, four. Hold, one, two, three, four,” Jordain intoned. It was an exercise that most therapists use. Focus. Breathe. Relax. I’d taught it to him. Now he was using it to help me.
I did not know how I had gotten outside, how long I’d been sitting on the ground, how long Jordain had been sitting next to me, or when he had taken me in his arms. Nor did I know when my cheeks got so wet.
Finally, I stopped crying and my breathing had slowed down.
“I need to go back in there. Will you be okay for a few minutes?”
I nodded.
“I won’t be long,” he said.
I panicked as soon as he left me, though. Turning, I watched his back retreating into the house, repeating his last few words over and over. I won’t be long. I won’t be long.
Once he was back inside, I took a deep breath. I had to calm down. Everything was all right now. Five men were alive. Even Daphne’s wound was not life threatening.
Reaching into my bag—how did I still have my bag? I couldn’t remember, maybe Tana or Perez had given it to me—I pulled out my cell phone and called Dulcie. I didn’t think about why I needed to do that or what time it was or interrupting either her classes or rehearsals.
She answered on the third ring.
“Mom?” She’d looked at the caller ID.
I put my knuckle into my mouth and bit down to force myself from sobbing.
“Hi, sweetie.” I was surprised how shaky my voice sounded and was suddenly sorry I’d called. The last thing I wanted to do was worry her. “What’s wrong?”
I shook my head, realized she couldn’t see me. Using all my effort and what few acting skills I had, I forced a matter-of-fact voice. “No. Nothing. I just was thinking about you. Wanting to make sure you were fine. You are fine, aren’t you?”
“That’s soooo weird.”
“Why?”
“For absolutely no reason my shoulder hurts. Not bad. But enough for me to have to take some Tylenol.”
“When did it start?”
“About a half hour ago.”
“You sure? You don’t need to go to the doctor?”
“Yes, Mom, I’m sure,” she said in that thirteen-year-old you-worry-too-much-Mom voice.
“Nothing happened? It just started hurting out of the blue?”
“I guess. Maybe I bumped into something. I don’t know. But it’s okay now.”
I felt the pain throbbing in my own shoulder. I did have to go to the doctor. I didn’t believe in coincidences, so how was it possible that we’d both hurt ourselves in the same place on the same day?
“Mom?”
“Yes, sweetie.”
“I have to go. They’re waiting for me.”
After we said goodbye, I held the phone in my hand for a few seconds, just staring at it. It was so difficult to focus. There was another call I needed to make. There were other people who needed to know what I’d found out. Not the wives and girlfriends and families of the men who had been found, the police would tell them. But the other women, the secret sisters who cared in their own way. They deserved to find out, too, now, from me, not from some television report or newspaper article tomorrow.
Shelby Rush answered right away, and without going into too much detail—because I didn’t think the police would want me to do that—I told her what had happened.
Once in group, Shelby had said she could not yet feel grief for the men who had died—worry, despair, confusion, anger, yes—but she couldn’t cry for them.
Now, finding out that they were alive, she burst into tears. And I sat and listened to her sobs.
“How did she manage to keep them there?” Shelby finally asked.
“They were drugged. Enough, it looked like, to keep them in a zombie-like state. But probably not so much that they couldn’t eat or drink.”
“She tied them down, didn’t she? She left them there. Under her control.”
“Yes.”
“It’s like a game we played in the society.” Shelby’s voice quavered. “But we never hurt anyone. We never did anything to hurt anyone. You said they are all alive. You said that, didn’t you?”
“Yes. It looks like she took care of them. In her own strange way,” I added.
“It’s so awful. Five men. Trapped. Like animals. For weeks.”
“Shelby, I need to go. But I wanted to call. And to ask you to let everyone know.”
“Yes. Of course.”
“One more thing—can you do me a favor and call Liz first?”
“Yes, but why?”
I couldn’t tell her—that would be breaking a confidence. It was going to be up to Liz to explain it all to Shelby, and I was certain she would. Liz was a talented woman who had work to do on her self-esteem but she’d get there.
I couldn’t have known then that Jordain had already asked Tana Butler to call Liz, or Betsy, as the police knew her, and give her the promised exclusive and that she was driving up to Greenwich even now.
The final story in the series would be hers. The one story she could write without the police censoring her. That she would, in fact, write with their help.
My last call was to Nina.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” she asked after I’d explained what had happened. There was no sign of anger in her tone anymore, only concern. Nina was the closest thing I had to a mother and this is how mothers react. They forget and forgive everything you’ve put them through when your safety and well-being is at risk. Something I knew better from being a mother than a daughter.
“Well, I’m in one piece. My shoulder’s a little banged up, but it’s nothing. I can wait till tomorrow to deal with it.”
“You’re not alone there, are you?”
“No, Noah is with me.” I looked over. He was a few feet away, talking to Butler, glancing back at me every few minutes.
“I want to talk to him. You need to go to a hospital now and be checked out. I’ll go to the theater for you and get Dulcie later. Did you call her?”
I told Nina about the coincidence. “How can that be?” I asked.
“Love does that. It connects us in ways that sometimes defy logic. Now,” she said, “I want to talk to Noah about taking you to the hospital.”
“Nina, please. I’ve been through hell and I know I’ve been banged up a little, but I don’t need the hospital. A doctor tomorrow. I’ll do that. I really am fine.”
And I was.
Wasn’t I?
“Yes, sweetie, you are. You’re smart and brave. And I’m proud of you.”
What had she heard in my voice? How nervous I was? How distraught? All the emotions I’d been hiding from Dulcie, from her?
Jordain returned just as I was getting off the phone.
“Are you ready to go?” he asked.
I nodded and he helped me up. Keeping hold of my arm, we began walking down the steps, away from the house.
The stench of the dungeon had not dissipated. I gulped at the air, taking in huge breaths, struggling to clear the scent; still the odor persisted. I inhaled again, more deeply, more desperately.
“What are you doing, Morgan?”
As I told him about the smell, the tears flowed again. He reached out and wiped them away but his gentleness only made me cry harder.
He opened my bag and found my roll of peppermints and put one in my mouth.
I was like a rag doll. He could move me and sit me and stand me up and feed me. It didn’t matter. Who had I been fooling? I couldn’t do it all without any help. When would I learn that sometimes I had to let the people close to me in a little bit closer.
Dulcie. Nina. Maybe … even Noah.
To learn that I might have to accept that one day I could wind up needing more than what I got back or wanting more than anyone could give. I might wind up being disappointed and let down. I might.
But if my thirteen-year-old daughter could learn that lesson, certainly I could make an effort to learn it too.
I just wasn’t as optimistic about how good a student I was going to be.
We were on the path now, walking through the elaborate English garden I’d admired the first time I’d come to Greenwich three weeks earlier. Most of the flowers had long since stopped blooming, except for some daisies and one of the rosebushes. I leaned over the last of the season’s full, old-fashioned, pink roses. I breathed in. The perfume was almost too heavy. Too sweet.
Taking a step back I crushed some of the daisies. The white and yellow flowers were bright and too cheerful. It made me sad that I had crushed them and the tears came again. From where?
How could there be so many?
Jordain’s arm led me farther down the path. Crimson and scarlet, lemon and russet and rich brown leaves from the oak, maple, and birch trees sprinkled this part of the walkway. We passed wide hosta beds, the leaves still full but yellowed and withering.
Growing among these plants, towering over them, were butterfly bushes. The one plant that I knew the most about. The purple, lavender, and white flowers were mostly gone, except for three or four that had bloomed late. When the first frost came, they would freeze.
That was when I saw her. Fragile, strong, and so beautiful.
How long had she been there feeding? Was she even real? I stopped moving and beside me, so did Jordain. The brilliant monarch couldn’t be a hallucination because he was staring at her, too, watching her fold her orange, red, and black wings up behind her black body and continue feeding.
We stood side by side without saying anything.
The butterfly took her fill of the last of the season’s nectar, spread her wings, lifted up and hovered in the air for ten or twenty seconds.
I held my breath.
She was hesitant at first, trembling on the wind, waiting for some mysterious clue from the breeze to tell her what direction would speed her onward to her destination. Still tentative, she circled the bush once more and then suddenly, somehow instinctively sure of where she was going, she took flight and soared.
And then Jordain took me home.
* * * * *
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