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      Where, oh where is Jonathan Fair?

      Those were the last words that Special Agent Dale Conley read before he looked up from the newspaper and saw the windshield in front of him explode.

      He’d only glanced down for a moment.

      He was in the passenger seat. His chest collided with the seatbelt, and the impact took his breath. There was a hot, searing pain as the belt dug into his collarbone. It was gonna leave one hell of a mark. His head snapped forward, hair flying in front of him. The newspaper left his grasp. Arms flailed. His lunch—a nice Caesar salad, lightly blackened chicken breast, and iced tea—slid up his esophagus. An awful metallic sound. The car’s hood enveloped the telephone pole. Screeching. The smell of burnt rubber. Centrifugal force as the car swung to the side. Dale smacked into Yorke’s shoulder. More screeching.

      And it stopped.

      “Shiiiiit!” Yorke screamed and smacked the steering wheel.

      Dale turned. Deputy Marshal Hanna Yorke craned her neck to look through a halfway intact section of the windshield. Stunned gawkers stared at the car from either side of the street. Yorke eyeballed a small boy on the sidewalk nearest the mangled car, who stared back with wide eyes and the protective arms of an adult wrapped around his chest.

      Evidently he was the reason Yorke had suddenly veered off the street and onto the sidewalk.

      “Told ya we should have taken my car,” Dale said. “Handles a lot better than this box.”

      Yorke glared at him for a split second before going for her seatbelt. She fumbled with it.

      “Shit!” she said again before freeing herself.

      Dale and Yorke quickly scrambled out of the car.

      Jonathan Fair was in front of them, on foot. He was halfway down the block on Chestnut Street, heading up the hill to its crest on the next crossroad, Hyde Street. People jumped out of Fair’s way, some pointing with amazement at the man all of San Francisco was trying to find. His trademark shaggy hair—early Beatles style—shone in the mid-afternoon sunlight.

      Dale and Yorke dashed after him, Yorke getting a lead on Dale. They’d been working the assignment for a couple days now, and though they hadn’t seen any action to this point, Dale was not surprised by Yorke’s athletic prowess. At about five-foot-ten, she wasn’t a whole lot shorter than Dale, and her long, powerful legs propelled her forward, pistons pounding into the cement. She was tough and blunt, and even though her tall frame was packed with muscle, she was terribly attractive with a perfectly-proportioned, feminine figure.

      As they moved east on Chestnut Street, up the hill toward Hyde, Dale knew that Fair would likely hang a left, going down the hill and toward the Fisherman’s Wharf area, trying to make it to the water and the crowds.

      But that’s not what Fair did.

      He went the opposite direction, going farther up the hill. Dale and Yorke followed. Russian Hill stretched up before them, climbing into the bright, blue afternoon sky. Ahead, Fair was still at a sprint, but the steep grade had slowed him down.

      It slowed Dale down too. His legs burned, and his lungs felt compressed. He caught up with Yorke, and he could hear her labored breathing, their exhalations forming an odd rhythm.

      Dale broke a sweat, and he worried about his beard. He reached up and made sure it was secure. It was a fake, something he had to wear for the duration of this assignment, and he wondered if the adhesive would stand up to his sweating.

      Fair pushed through some people on the sidewalk then glanced back. Dale caught a momentary glimpse of Fair’s famous square-framed glasses that, along with his mop top, were his signature look.

      Ahead of Fair was a woman carrying a mounded bag of groceries. Fair swiped the bag out of her hands, she screamed, and the contents rolled down the steep sidewalk toward Dale and Yorke. Apples, soup cans, a couple heads of lettuce all thunked on the cement then came tumbling rapidly toward them. Dale leapt into the air—as did Yorke—and when he landed, he came down on a plastic sack full of ears of corn. He stumbled forward a few steps, nearly tumbled over, then regained his traction.

      Since Fair hadn’t gone down the hill toward the safety of tourist crowds at Fisherman’s Wharf, Dale assumed he was leading them one block south to Lombard Street, seeking a different, closer group of tourists: those gazing upon the world-famous block of incredibly steep city street with eight hairpin turns. “The crookedest street in the world,” it was called. One of the many famous sites in San Francisco.

      Ahead, a crowd hovered around the corner of Hyde and Lombard, the top of the one-block stretch. It was a varied mix, everyone from plainly-dressed tourists from Iowa or Illinois or wherever to gaudily-clad local hippies, still living out the previous decade’s spirit in the epicenter of counterculture life. People aimed their cameras down the hill, snapping shots of the famous S-curves and ornamental gardens. Posing, laughing. The hippies loitered about; one was playing guitar.

      There was excited commotion from the crowd as Fair sprinted up to them.

      It’s him!

      Oh my god! Jonathan Fair!

      As Dale predicted, Fair took a left onto Lombard, plunging into the crowd, and headed down the famous stretch of street. As Dale and Yorke rounded the corner, Dale saw that Fair wasn’t running down one of the sidewalks that ran on either side of the street; rather, he was on the street itself with its sharp, hairpin turns.

      And vehicles.

      Surrounding the curves were triangle-shaped sections of garden with beautiful, exotic plants. All flowers and shiny leaves and twisty trunks. The cars making their way down the one-way street crept along at a snail’s pace. The famous block was more for beauty than for travel, and those on the street were likely out-of-towners. Fair ran through the first curve and around one of the cars.

      As Dale’s feet plunged downward onto Lombard Street, he felt his stomach drop. Russian Hill was one of the original “Seven Hills of San Francisco,” and while it wasn’t the steepest...

      It was really damn steep.

      Dale had serious doubts that running through the curves of Lombard Street would leave all three of them vertically inclined. Or without broken bones.

      He felt his body being pulled in front of him, and his rapidly pumping legs nearly kicked his own behind. In the distance, he could see the shimmering water and Bay Bridge. It would be a nice view had he not felt like he might die at any moment. There was a sense of familiarity, and it took Dale only half a second to realize what it was: it felt like he had just cleared the top of a rollercoaster’s first hill, gaining that initial rush of momentum that would propel him through the whole ride.

      “Oh my god,” he said.

      He had gotten ahead of Yorke, and he could hear her behind him. “Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit!”

      Dale closed on a pickup truck with plates from Utah. It rounded one of the hairpin corners, and Dale smashed into the tailgate.

      The driver leaned out the window and screamed at him. “Hey!”

      Dale hooked his arm into the corner of the truck’s bed and used it to propel him around the turn. Ahead of him, Fair was pushing past another couple cars. He had put some distance between them. He was now two curves ahead.

      Dale heard a metal thud, something whacking into a car. He stole a glance back. Yorke was on the ground. Her knee was in her hand, and she clung to the cement ledge around one of the patches of garden, trying not to slide down the hill.

      Dale reached out to the car creeping in front of him, trying to slow himself down so he could get back up the hill to Yorke. He looked over his shoulder again.

      Yorke frantically waved him away. “Just go! Go!”

      Dale released his hold on the car, continued descending the hill. Farther down, Fair cleared the last hairpin turn and continued onto the straightened street. A Mustang honked at Dale as he cut in front of it, and then the last curve lay before him. He leapt over the final corner of garden, his boots brushing through the ornamental foliage.

      Before him, Lombard Street was now a straight shot. Straight but still incredibly steep. From his heightened vantage he could see all the way down the hill, deep into the city. If anything, he was going faster now without creeping vehicles to grab onto. His lungs screamed at him, and his head began to feel light and airy. He could lose control at any moment.

      He looked back. Yorke had recovered and was following after him, still navigating the curves.

      Dale ignored his swimming head and willed himself on, forcing his legs to go faster, ignoring the lava flowing through his thighs.

      Fair had picked up the pace on the straight stretch. The man was flying. There were fewer people on this part of Lombard, and Fair gained more and more speed. At the end of the block, he veered to the left where there was a multi-story apartment building. He jumped up, grabbed a fire escape, and yanked the ladder down, started climbing.

      This gave Dale a moment to catch up, and for a second, he closed the gap as he reached the fire escape, wrapped his fingers around the rough, rusted metal rung, and pulled himself up. As he scrambled to the second floor, he looked up and saw the soles of Fair’s shoes frantically ascending the escape. Fair’s steps clanged against the metal and reverberated through Dale’s hands. Then the noises stopped. On the third floor, Fair yanked open a window and pulled himself into the building.

      “Dammit,” Dale said.

      It was bad enough that innocent people had been endangered on the street, but now Fair was going into a residential building. Where people lived. Bad things could happen.

      Dale reached the third floor, stuck a leg through the open window, and paused momentarily to look down, searching for Yorke. She’d made it to the building, but she continued past the fire escape.

      Closing a trap, Dale thought. Nice.

      Yorke was smart.

      Dale found himself in a typical big-city apartment hallway. It wasn’t a rat’s nest, but it wasn’t luxurious by any means. Worn carpeting on the floor. A slight musty odor. Doors lined the walls. Fair sprinted away from him, feet pounding on the floor, and as he pulled to the right, toward one of the apartment doors, Dale anticipated what the guy was going to do.

      Dale had been in this situation before. Fair was going to run through some innocent person’s home, trying to find a way out of the building via another fire escape. Just like in the movies. And aside from the fact that when Dale followed him, the two of them would be invading someone’s home—which angered Dale deeply—he also knew that the residents might very well defend themselves.

      This was a bad situation.

      Fair tried the doorknob. Locked. Then he kicked the door hard. Once, twice. A cracking noise on the third kick as the doorframe splintered. Fair darted inside and slammed the door behind him.

      Dale reached behind his back and took out his Smith & Wesson. He slowed down as he reached the door, took a deep breath, and positioned himself outside the doorframe. Things had moved at a frantic pace to this point, but now he needed to come to an abrupt stop and take a moment for method and strategy.

      He had to clear the apartment.

      He kept the gun in his left hand, and with his right he carefully reached around and pushed the broken door open. It squeaked on its hinges. Fair could be all the way through the apartment by now. But he could also be waiting, hidden behind a couch or table. And Dale didn’t know if he was armed. Or, alternatively, the person living in the apartment might be armed.

      Oh, boy...

      Dale took a breath and cleared the corner.

      All Dale’s planning and predictions came right back in his face. Literally. As he crossed the threshold, the door came flying back at him. Fair had been hiding behind it, waiting for him.

      The wood smashed into Dale’s nose, pain tearing through his face. His eyes instantly watered. He stumbled back a few feet, his motorcycle boots clomping on the floor.

      He heard Fair slip past him and take off down the hallway again.

      Dale shook his head, cleared his vision, and saw Fair pushing through a metal door and into a stairwell exit.

      Dale bounded after him.

      Into the stairwell. Cool, dark, slightly dusty. Their footsteps echoed around Dale as the two men descended the steps. Fair was making his escape from the building. But Dale was catching up with him. He was on his heels.

      There was a burst of light below as Fair opened a door and exited the stairwell. Moments later, Dale rushed through the door, into the light, and was hit with the smell of detergents, fabric softener, and the sounds of washers and dryers. It was a laundromat on the building’s ground floor—a long, shotgun-style room with machines on either side. A woman with a laundry basket was near the entrance, and she screamed when she saw them, moved to the side.

      Fair was only a few feet in front of Dale now, and Dale swiped at him, missing. Fair reached out to a basket sitting on a table as he dashed past and grabbed a handful of whites. Threw them back.

      The clothes hit Dale in the face. They were warm from the dryer, and they smelled springtime fresh. He brushed them off.

      Fair had gotten a few feet farther away from Dale. He was going straight for the glass door leading out to the street. It was propped open, letting in fresh air and bright sunlight. Traffic flowed on Lombard Street beyond. Fair looked back at Dale, made eye contact with him through his square glasses, grinned a victorious grin.

      Dale reached desperately but missed. Fair was almost to the doorway.

      And then something appeared from outside the building.

      An arm. Held straight across the doorway. Rigid. Like a metal rod.

      Fair hadn’t turned back around before he ran right into it.

      The arm caught Fair in the throat, and his legs flew forward while his head snapped back. For a moment, Dale saw Fair suspended horizontally, floating in the air, lost in time and space.

      And then he landed with a painful thud on the ground.

      The arm retracted, and its bearer walked through the doorway.

      Yorke.

      Dale sprinted up and looked to the ground. Fair was squirming in agony, but there was still that smile on his face. He laughed. A crazy laugh.

      And his hair was askew. Completely out of line with his head.

      Dale reached down, grabbed a handful of the hair, and gave it a tug. It came off. A wig. Underneath, the man had a short, blond buzz cut. He continued to laugh, maniacally, twisting on the ground.

      Dale looked at Yorke. “It’s not him.”

      “Ya think?” she said, clearly annoyed with Dale for pointing out the obvious.

      She stared at the man, enraged, her teeth bared and grinding.

      A small crowd began to form around them on the sidewalk.

      Dale took the square-framed glasses off the man. They weren’t traditional square-frames with rounded corners. The lenses were perfect squares, sharp corners with ninety-degree angles. The famous Jonathan Fair glasses.  Dale lowered his sunglasses and looked through the man’s lenses.

      “They’re not even prescription.”

      “Shit,” Yorke said. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      Dale pushed his sunglasses back up. “Another whack-job.”

      As Dale bent over to help the man up, the man screamed out to the onlookers, laughing as he did it. “I am Jonathan Fair! I’m Jonathan Fair!”
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      They were in the darkness. A void.

      Felix and John were the same height. But that’s where the similarities ended.

      Felix had curly, sandy-colored hair. Blue eyes, precise and contemplative. His face was lean, and he wore a smart mustache. John had a fuller face that was encapsulated by a mass of thick, shaggy, reddish-brown hair with long bangs. He wore glasses with square lenses.

      “I’m taking control again, Jonathan. And this time you cannot join me. I am truly sorry.”

      John’s voice wavered with uncertainty as he replied. “Why are you doing this, Felix? I helped you.”

      “And I thank you for that. But I anticipate that you will interfere with what I must do.”

      There was a pause as John examined their surroundings. “Where are the others?”

      Felix didn’t reply.

      “Where are they?” John said, panic in his tone.

      “The others are fine. See for yourself.”

      There was an indication from Felix, and then John sensed them, in the distance. They were unresponsive.

      John yelled out to them. “Walter! Rebecca! Andy!”

      No reply. They were lifeless. Three ambiguous, still forms.

      “What have you done, Felix?”

      “I assure you, they are perfectly fine. They are asleep.” He paused. “And so are you.”

      John yelled out, tried to stop it.

      But then he was asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale loved San Francisco’s weather.

      Perfect temperatures. Perfect humidity. Just the right amount of sunshine.

      He and Yorke were walking to the San Francisco Hall of Justice. They were a block away, and as they rounded a corner, there was a park on the opposite side of the road. Near the fence, some girls were skipping rope. They shouted out a rhyme, and their skipping matched the cadence of the words. It was the same rhyme that Dale had been reading in the newspaper article just before the car crash.

      
        
        Where, oh where is Jonathan Fair?

        Everybody’s looking. Vanished into thin air.

        Someone’s gonna kill him, maybe even on a dare.

        Where, oh where is Jonathan Fair?

      

      

      The whole country and much of the world had become engrossed in the escape and disappearance of Jonathan Fair, a member of San Francisco’s infamous Irish crime family. The city had developed a task force, and the Federal Marshals were called in to track down Jonathan Fair and the other missing individuals.

      While Dale’s work at the Bureau of Esoteric Investigation kept him in the shadows, a high-profile case like this meant that he was directly in the spotlight, which further meant that he had to be disguised, both in name and appearance. The thick, fake beard on his face was itchy, and in the afternoon sun, it was starting to get hot. He scratched at the edge of it, where it blended into his face.

      Yorke smacked his hand. “Stop picking at it. You’re going to knock it loose again.”

      She had a point. Though Dale’s BEI associate who had crafted the disguise—Marty Rhodes, or Arty Marty, as Dale liked to call him—had improved his adhesive quality as of late, the beard hadn’t held up to Dale’s constant scratching and had come loose twice already in the two days he’d been working with Yorke.

      Dale looked at the hand that Yorke had smacked and opened his mouth wide with theatrical shock.

      “You know, Yorke, that was unrequested touch. I would turn you in for sexual-harassment, but then I’d just be a hypocrite … given what we have together.”

      He pumped his eyebrows a couple times.

      Yorke rolled her eyes.

      It was an ongoing gag between them. Shortly after meeting her, Dale had pulled out the charm and given her a dinner offer, but Yorke quickly returned with a resounding No. But whereas many women, Dale had found, seemed to somehow take personal offense when a man they weren’t interested in expressed interest in them, Yorke had turned it into a game—a game of teasing Dale and trying to knock down his masculinity a notch or two.

      It was fun.

      “Are you kidding me, Conley?” she said. “I could break you across my knee and toss your two halves over that fence, skinny man.”

      Dale wasn’t at all sure where she was getting “skinny” from. He was muscular and proportioned. He supposed one could possibly describe him as “lean,” but he certainly wasn’t skinny. Yorke knew that Dale was a fitness nut, so her blatantly labeling him as small was another playful jab in this game they’d been playing. In that way, she was one of the guys—disparaging something another guy held sacred, taunting him, teasing him to let him know you liked him.

      But she was right that she could probably break him in two. In addition to her robust yet curvaceous legs—which a half hour prior Dale couldn’t help but admire, even in the midst of the foot chase—she had toned arms and slightly wide shoulders. She was powerfully built. Not huge; just powerful. She had freckles on her arms and a few on her face. Her eyes were blue. Her hair was blonde and as short as she could keep it while still being able to tie it back in a short tail.

      Today she wore a white polo shirt and gray slacks. Dale was in a T-shirt and 501s, the latter of which seemed more than appropriate in San Francisco, the home of Levi’s jeans.

      Yorke groaned suddenly. “I can’t believe I screwed up again.”

      Dale glanced at the sidewalk behind them. “Did you step in dog poop?”

      “It was my lead we followed. My false lead. We chased down the wrong guy.”

      “It happens, Yorke.”

      She shook her head. “This assignment is my chance to prove myself again. After what happened last year, everyone thinks I’m a screwup. They even brought you in to babysit me.”

      “I was brought in for my expertise in history, not to babysit. Though, if you need some moral support, I give really good, really long hugs. I won’t be pervy about it at all. Scout’s honor.”

      Yorke shot him a look.

      Dale decided he should be a little less irreverent. “The whole world’s trying to catch Jonathan Fair. I can’t imagine a better way for you to rebuild your name than by capturing him. Do you think he did it?”

      “His original crime? Robbing the bank?”

      Dale nodded.

      “Of course I do. They caught him on camera.”

      “What I mean is, what do you think really happened? Do you think Jonathan did it? Or do you think Felix did it? The man has multiple personality disorder.”

      “I don’t give a damn what really happened. I’ve been tasked as a deputy U.S. marshal to catch him. That’s all I need to know. Reality isn’t always the most important thing.”

      Dale’s reaction to her statement was so flabbergasted that the words sputtered out of his mouth. “How… I… Reality isn’t the most important thing? How can you say that? I’m a historian. History is about finding the truth. The reality. Reality is always most important.”

      “Not to my job. All I need to know is that he broke out, and I gotta bring him back. That’s my reality.”

      The Hall of Justice was ahead of them, a massive, gray building. Squared-off, blocky. Seven floors in height, consuming an entire block with a line of trees along its boundary. Flags hung above the rectangular, glass-filled openings of the building’s entrance, and a set of steps led up to the doors. The complex housed the San Francisco County Jail, the police, the Sheriff’s department, and the DA’s office. Cops liked to call it “850 Bryant”—from its street address—or simply “the Hall.”

      Though it was a large building, its gray color, monolithic construction, and out-of-the-way location might make it easy to overlook on a normal day, Dale figured. But this hadn’t been the case since Dale had arrived in San Francisco a couple days earlier—not with the circus surrounding Jonathan Fair.

      There was a crowd gathered outside, on the steps. Members of the media and fanatics who had latched onto the hysteria. People wearing Beatles wigs and square glasses. The catchphrase Where, Oh Where Is Jonathan Fair? was written on cardboard signs and printed on T-shirts. There were other messages too. Fair Lives, a play on the Frodo Lives phenomenon from the ’60s. And The Second Alcatraz, the name the newspapers had given to Jonathan Fair’s escape.

      As Dale and Yorke got closer, the media recognized them and rushed over.  A woman with a microphone in her hand stepped up to Yorke.

      “Deputy Marshal Yorke, we understand that you just had a Jonathan Fair sighting. Is that correct?”

      Yorke shouldered past her as she and Dale made their way through the crowd and up the cement steps toward the doors.

      “False alarm,” Yorke said.

      A man, also clenching a microphone, turned to Dale. “And Mr. Melbourne, did you have any part in the chase?”

      Yorke tried to cut Dale off before he could answer. “Tim Melbourne wasn’t able to—”

      “Timmy done good,” Dale said in a dull and slightly quick voice. “Timmy done real good.”

      Yorke scowled at Dale as they pushed through the doors and left the crowd behind.
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        * * *

      

      Dale and Yorke hurried to keep up with U.S. Marshal Eliseo Delacruz as they rushed down the hallway toward the Marshal’s latest meeting. They dodged cops and lawyers left and right. There was a busy sense of frenetic energy surging through the whole building.

      “And yet you still chased after him,” Delacruz said.

      He was in his fifties, decent shape, just a hint of a middle-aged paunch hanging over his belt. His hair was starting to reach a salt-and-pepper state, and his mustache had already gotten there. His eyes were dark and keen, and his skin was bronze with distinguished lines and some scarring—acne, maybe, or chickenpox—that somehow looked quite dignified on him.

      He was the Federal Marshal for the Northern District of California, and while his attitude toward Yorke had been slightly exasperated, Dale had noticed, it wasn’t out of resentment. It seemed to Dale that Delacruz was trying to shield Yorke. From what, Dale wasn’t sure.

      Yorke replied quickly, defensively as she sidestepped a uniformed officer coming at her from the opposite direction. “We had no clue it wasn’t Fair until we apprehended him. He had on the glasses. And a wig.”

      “A wig,” Delacruz said and shook his head. He looked away.

      Dale spoke up. “Sir, Yorke’s right. The guy was a dead ringer. Same height, same build.”

      They stopped at the office where Delacruz was to have his meeting. Other people in business suits were entering the room.

      Delacruz looked at Yorke. “This is your first fugitive assignment since your incident, Yorke. I don’t think you’re ready. But there’s not much I can say since the DA personally requested you. When Beau Lawton speaks, San Francisco listens.” He took in a long breath. “Be sure to link up with SFPD. They have some more questions for you about the crazy.”

      He turned and entered the office.

      Dale felt awkward standing there with Yorke. It was that same awkwardness you feel when you’ve seen a child scolded by her parents. He glanced over at her. She avoided eye contact.

      There was a coffee machine on a table a couple feet away. Dale inched toward it, thankful for a distraction.

      “Well,” Yorke said. “At least Beau Lawton still has faith in me.”
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      Felix Lyons stepped off the sidewalk and quickly jumped back, almost getting sideswiped by a speeding carriage. There had been so many carriages hurtling through town at breakneck speeds lately. And, worse yet, the new horseless carriages. Death on wheels, as Felix called them.

      The city’s nerves were still rattled, Felix reasoned, in the aftermath of the earthquake. Though life was returning to normal in San Francisco, the people moving about the streets had a dazed look in their eyes. Everything was wrong. And not just the crumbling buildings. There was something in the air. As if the damage was going to linger there forever.

      When the coast was clear, Felix crossed the street.

      He tipped his hat at an elderly lady, stuck his hands in his pockets, and tried to be as nonchalant as possible as he gazed at the bank a few storefronts down. It was one of Abe Ruef’s banks, and Felix’s new acquaintance, Mr. Jones, had helped him locate it.

      Ruef. And his corruption. The earthquake had taken so very much from the city. Ruef made it worse. And threatened to erase the disaster’s true impact from history.

      Felix wasn’t going to let that happen.

      It was still broad daylight. Lunchtime. He would come back tonight.

      And rob Ruef’s bank. Make a statement.

      Ruef wasn’t going to silence those people forever. Not if Felix could do anything about it.
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      His name was El Vacío.

      The Shadow.

      Not his birth name, of course. That one was neither important nor regarded.

      The new name had come to him via reputation, and it was all he needed. He’d even developed an intriguing symbol from the initials. One swift flourish of the hand. Down, up, side to side.

      The waves were gentle. As best he could tell, it was some time around ten in the morning. The sun was starting to get warmer, giving just the slightest feeling of discomfort to his bare legs and chest, and he could feel the bridge of his nose begin to sweat slightly under his sunglasses. The canvas of the beach chair was dried out after years in the sun, and the equally sun-kissed wooden frame creaked as he adjusted his weight.

      In front of him, the Pacific was deserted but for a lone freight ship far out toward the horizon, leaving the port in Tumaco. On either side of him was visible the thick Colombian jungle that surrounded his property. When he wasn’t working, he enjoyed an isolated existence. But he kept civilization nearby. His work required it. He was a few kilometers south of Tumaco—its airport and resources a short distance away. If he needed more, Pasto—a city twice as large as Tumaco—was farther to the east. He was close to the Ecuadorian border, making it easy for him to leave the country and disappear into international anonymity. Once in Ecuador, he was only a short distance from a major metropolis, Quito. He had a stratified hierarchy of cities that he could utilize.

      Tumaco, Pasto, Quito.

      Big, bigger, biggest.

      He rested his arm on the small table beside him. His fingers were wrapped around a Mexican beer, and his forearm lay on a large, unopened envelope stamped AIR MAIL that the courier boy had delivered. It had sat there for a while. He was in no hurry to open it, even if the sender had rushed the package to him. The beer bottle was cold against his palm, and the lime slice still sat in the top of the neck, waiting.

      With his other hand he pinched at his scar. An idle habit of his. The scar was on the left side of his neck. Four inches long and an inch across. Large, but he was still able to hide it with makeup. Alternatively, it was low enough that a big collar could conceal most of it.

      Otherwise his entire visage was perfectly nondescript. He wasn’t particularly handsome, but he certainly wasn’t ugly. In addition to the scar on his neck, his face had an overall patina of wear-and-tear from years in his line of work—sleeping in vehicles in below-zero conditions, squinting in the desert sun, absorbing fists and boards and broken beer bottles. His body was wrought with hard, tight muscle. Yet he wasn’t bulky. Put him in a suit or a T-shirt and jeans, throw him into a crowd on a city street, and you’d never see him.

      His complexion was slightly olive, eyes brown, and hair a dark but not too dark brown. He could pass as Iberian. Or Italian. Or Balkan. And yet with the right clothes, the right demeanor, he’d blend in just as easily in Britain. Romania. Estonia. Bulgaria. People saw in him what they wanted. He was a blank canvas for their projections.

      Which worked out perfectly for El Vacío.

      He thumbed the lime into the bottle. The beer hissed out a few bubbles, and he took a swig, letting it slowly slide down his throat. He set the bottle down and finally gave his attention to the large envelope. He grabbed a shell fragment from the sand and slid it under the envelope’s fold, tore along the edge, then took out the contents. A small stack of papers. On top was a large black-and-white photo. A surveillance picture.

      A man in his late twenties. Shaggy hair. Square glasses. It was Jonathan Fair of the Irish crime family in San Francisco.

      Well, now. This was certainly going to be interesting.
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      “‘Go with Beau,’” Dale said, reading from a framed image that hung in the office. It was a red-white-and-blue political campaign sign, the kind that’s stuck in front yards and stapled to telephone poles.

      San Francisco District Attorney Beau Lawton stood beside his mahogany desk, which was covered with folders, books, stacks of paper. There was a collection of diplomas and certificates hanging on the wall to the left of the desk, and on the other side were shelves full of legal texts. Flanking the desk was a pair of flags—one U.S. and one California.

      Lawton had the dashing looks of a Golden Age Hollywood leading man—Cary Grant with bigger hair, streaked gray in the temples and sideburns. Though he was highly polished and smelled of cologne and mouth wash, Dale got the sense that the man was a tenacious worker. His suit pants were dark brown with flared legs. His sleeves were rolled up, his tie loosened, arms crossed.

      Lawton stepped over to the framed sign, smiled fondly. “Yeah, I came up with that one myself. My campaign’s PR guys went for it, surprisingly enough.” He straightened the frame. “A little ironic now.”

      “Why’s that?” Dale said.

      “I ran for office saying I was going to take down the city’s mob bosses, Big Paul Fair and Angelo Alfonsi. Ridding San Francisco of the two crime families was the whole basis of my campaign—and my career since. Now a member of one of those families—who I prosecuted and lost—has broken out of the nut house he was sentenced to, and no one can seem to find him. I’m looking more and more like a fool every day.”

      Dale could tell that Lawton was a proud man, and by the bags under Lawton’s eyes, the last couple days had likely been living hell for him. The situation with Jonathan Fair was something no one could possibly have predicted, and heads were going to roll. By positioning himself as the city’s savior against organized crime, one of those heads could quite possibly be the DA’s.

      Lawton walked to a rolling, double-sided cork board, six feet across, with images of Jonathan Fair and five other men. Dale followed.

      “The Second Alcatraz. That’s what the media’s calling it,” Lawton said as he looked at the photos tacked to the board. He had a deep, smooth voice, but it had a subtle sense of veiled secrecy. He was a lawyer, after all.

      Dale nodded. “So I hear. We got a half dozen guys who break out of a state mental hospital. None of them technically a fugitive from the law since all of them were sentenced as ‘not guilty by reason of insanity.’ What does that mean for the DA’s office?”

      “It means it’s a judicial nightmare. There’s so much gray area here, it’s like we’re living in a constant fog.”

      “And I’m guessing the Fair family hasn’t been incredibly cooperative with the investigation.”

      Lawton laughed heartily. “Clearly not. But they wouldn’t be able to help us anyway. Jonathan and his twin sister vanished seven years ago before he resurfaced at the first bank robbery. Name had been legally changed. He was calling himself Jonathan Logan.”

      “Any leads on the sister?”

      Lawton shook his head. “They’d been living in Kansas, of all places. After her brother came back to California and got himself arrested, no one saw her again. She disappeared a second time.”

      “And Jonathan has multiple personality disorder, thinks he’s living in 1906 post-earthquake San Francisco.”

      Lawton pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yeah. If you’ll believe that.”

      “You don’t?”

      Lawton tapped a folder sitting at the corner of his desk. “Not in light of the robbery that sent him to the hospital in the first place.”

      Dale picked up the folder and flipped through its contents yet again. He’d been studying it relentlessly the past two days. There were images of the bank, the dynamited vault, and a row of teller booths with a message crudely painted across them in big, jagged strokes.
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      “Robbery. Eight months ago. A bank in the Mission District,” Dale said, looking up. “I don’t see why the crime makes you doubt his mental condition.”

      “It was an Alfonsi bank, Conley. I find it pretty coincidental that Jonathan Fair hit one of the rival family’s banks while supposedly off in la-la-land, thinking he’s living in 1906.”

      Dale thumbed through the photos in the folder and looked at the image with the message again. “‘Tell the truth about the quake…’ The Great San Francisco Earthquake was a natural disaster of unprecedented scale, and we have plenty of documents and images and even film of the aftermath. So I’m wondering, what would Fair have to doubt about it?”

      Lawton lifted his hands. “That’s for you to figure out, history man. What I gotta figure out is why he broke these other guys out with him.”

      On the board, two of the men’s images had been crossed out with masking tape Xs. The word CAPTURED had been written on each X with black marker.

      Dale stepped closer to the board and examined the photo of Jonathan Fair. He was a bit of a baby-face, looking younger than his twenty-nine years. The photo was black-and-white, but Dale knew that Fair’s shaggy, mop-top hair—which was slightly tussled in the image—was reddish-brown. His complexion was fair, amusingly enough. Fair’s famous square-framed glasses rested over a pair of eyes that Dale couldn’t quite decipher. There was something enigmatic about them. Not dark. Just confusing. Dale couldn’t get a read on them. All he could sense was distrust. And a bit of fear.

      Lawton ran his hand along the images. “Quite the mix of guys. All professionals, all intelligent, which I guess makes sense given they were able to coordinate the breakout. We got an Army officer, a doctor who was tried for malpractice, a renowned artist, and a businessman who everyone thought was going to be governor someday. And of course there’s Lee Kimble, a former assistant district attorney.”

      “You know him?”

      Walton tsked. “Know him? We were friends. Until he turned out to be a child-killer.” He looked at Dale for a moment before continuing. “But apparently insane. Now he and these other whack-jobs are out on the street. And, of course, so is Jonathan Fair. So as the district attorney who built his whole career on fighting the Fairs and Alfonsis, if I can’t bring him in, I’m toast.”

      “You must have a lot of faith in Hanna Yorke, then, since you requested her personally,” Dale said.

      Lawton looked out the window at the front of his office and into the hallway. Near the conference room at the end of the hall, Yorke was speaking with a couple uniformed officers.

      Lawton’s eyes lingered on her for a long moment. “Yeah, I trust her.” He turned back to Dale. “You, not so much. I’m just gonna be frank with you.”

      “I do have a sinister look about me, don’t I?”

      Lawton snickered. “The BEI.” He said the letters slowly and with a skeptical tone. “Bureau of Esoteric Investigation. Never heard of ’em until two days ago. And I’m guessing you’ll disappear after this case and all our conversations will have never happened.”

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      Lawton scoffed. “Feds.”

      He sighed, looked Dale over, still assessing.

      “An expert in history.” He leaned back against his desk, strummed his fingers on the surface, and continued to stare at Dale. Then he made up his mind.

      “All right,” he said and grabbed a note from the desk, handed it to Dale. “This person’s been calling in. Non-stop. Every day. Name’s Britta Eaton. Says she’s got some historical earthquake information that can help. You handle this nutcase. My gift to you.”

      “How generous,” Dale said.
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      It was such a curiosity. An all-glass door. But Felix had not the time to marvel. He had to hasten.

      Mr. Jones had said that pounding on the glass would summon the nightwatchman. Felix had intended to simply bust the glass, force his way through, and then deal with the watchman. But Jones had been insistent—adamant, even—that breaking the glass would somehow trigger some sort of alarm system. Felix could not fathom how Jones could possibly be correct about this, but he acquiesced to the suggestion and gave the glass a good rapping.

      Although Jones had not yet let him down, Felix was beginning to get flustered with his insistence on certain matters.

      Nonetheless, after waiting a moment, the nightwatchman did appear behind the glass of the door. And he was a Negro. A Negro!—working in a place of such prominence, an establishment controlled by the most powerful man in the entire city.

      It made Felix swell with pride for a moment, this city of his. Such humility and openness. But, again, Felix did not have the time to marvel.

      The man was hulking and tall with a thick beard. He gave Felix a puzzled and slightly perturbed look as he rattled around with the locking mechanism. The door opened a crack. “Just what do you—”

      Felix thrust the rag that Jones had given him over the man’s mouth. His eyes went wide for just a moment, and then his large form collapsed to the floor.

      Felix rushed inside. It was the biggest bank he had ever seen. And, like so many things lately, something about the place felt strange, foreign, curious. It was as though Felix’s mind was having trouble reconciling the small details of the world around him.

      The vault was in the back. He dashed across the lobby then removed the knapsack from his shoulder. He retrieved the dynamite, set it at the base of the vault’s door, lit the fuse, then sprinted to a partition a few feet away.

      The fuse was short. Time was of the essence.

      Though Felix had covered his ears with his hands, the noise was tremendous—a terrible, screeching roar that tore right through his flesh and bones. The marble shook beneath him, and a wave of power pushed him forward. There was a crumbling sound of stone and metal tumbling, and when the chaos seemed to have subsided, Felix looked back toward the vault.

      A cloud of dust and smoke. The door was ajar, about three feet, plenty of room for him to squeeze through.

      He jumped to his feet and was about to sprint to the vault, when a voice boomed from behind him.

      “Stop!”

      The nightwatchman.

      Felix slowly turned around … and saw that at the far end of the bank, the man was still lying in a motionless pile on the floor.

      The voice had sounded unreal. Surreal, even. Almost like it had come from within Felix’s own head. His imagination. The stressful nature of his purpose was beginning to strain him, he knew, but he had not yet suspected that he might be slipping into mania.

      He had not the time to ponder these things presently.

      He darted through the mangled opening of the vault then tore open his knapsack and shuffled in as much cash as he could.

      Back out the vault. One more thing to do. This was not a crime of price or passion. It was a crime of purpose.

      There was a desk to the side of the lobby area with a wall of evenly spaced, square glass cubes behind it. The desk was waist-high, and there was a big, flat surface on the front.

      Perfect.

      He dashed to the desk, dropped to his knees, then unhooked the small canister of paint from his belt and grabbed the brush from his pocket. After quickly opening the paint, he dipped the brush and began his message with the number.

      478.

      Felix was no longer a reporter. While that pained him more than anything in this new life he was pursuing, he knew that he was serving a larger and wholly justified cause. And he also knew, as a former reporter, that his message would be relayed to all of San Francisco through the newspaper within a day.

      And then people would begin to question 478.
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      Marco Alfonsi rushed down the hallway of his father’s mansion with his older brother, Matt. The tapping sounds of their dress shoes against the hardwood floor were in near synchronization. The hallway was shadowy with dark-stained wood and sconces that cast just a scant amount of muted, golden light, creating an atmosphere Marco had found creepy as a child. Drifting through the air was the fantastic aroma of his mother’s pasta alla Norma. They had been in the early stages of a late dinner. Even though there were numerous servants, his mother insisted on cooking from time to time. Traditional Italian.

      But tonight’s meal wasn’t going to happen. Not after the news that had just arrived.

      “What do we know?” Marco said.

      Matt shook his head. “Not much yet. Just that it was one of our banks. And that it was Jonathan Fair.”

      Jonathan Fair... While the whole world seemed to be looking for the man, Marco’s family had been waiting—waiting for the strike they were sure was going to happen.

      And the Jonathan Fair situation would be Marco Alfonsi’s opportunity. People tended to shine during a crisis. Marco was going to use this crisis to prove himself to his father.

      He looked at his brother. “Papà’s going to let me into the meeting. I know he will.”

      Matt smiled and put a hand on his shoulder. “I hope so, fratello. I really do.”

      Matt had to look down at Marco when he spoke to him. He was three inches taller. As much as Marco disliked it, the height difference reflected the core of their relationship—Matt being older and protective of the smaller and younger Marco. Physically, Matt had taken after their father. He was square-jawed, handsome, with slicked-back, black hair. The classic gangster look. He had an athletic build and the skills to match. He’d played football in high school and even a bit in college before his knee injury. He was decisive and commanding with a deep voice.

      Marco wasn’t like Matt. He liked to think he was smart, but he knew he wasn’t smart in the same way that his brother was—that degree of his hanging on the office wall. Marco hadn’t made it through his first semester of college. His physique was a mismatch to his brother as well. He was pale and thin. A bit below average height. He did have dark hair like Matt, but Marco’s was curly, oily, and already badly thinning and moving farther and farther back on his scalp. While his head was beginning to lack for hair, his arms and legs more than made up for it. Thick, black hair escaped the the cuffs of his dress shirts. Fur. More than one person had nicknamed him the Wolfman.

      At the far end of the hall was a sizable lounge. It was dark inside but for the flashing light of a television, which faded in and out on the decor. The sound carried down the hall, muffled by the distance. Sitting on the couch, watching the TV, was Simona. Marco’s girl. She wore a gray mini dress that clung to her ample curves, her big boobs. She had a massive head of curly hair, jet black, and her finger- and toenails were painted bright red. The light of the television bounced off the smooth sheen of her crossed legs. She looked up and waved happily, flashed a toothy grin.

      Marco gave her a half-hearted nod. If he was going to get some respect around this place, he needed his prostitute-turned-girlfriend to act a tad more refined—not wave at him like she’d just seen him from across the schoolyard at recess.

      He and Matt stopped at the conference room, waited at the open door. They wouldn’t enter until asked by their father, who was sitting at the head of the table.

      Angelo Alfonsi.

      He was fifty-six years old, and while he was the same height as Marco, everything else about him looked more like Matt. Square-jawed. Classically handsome. His hair was slicked back like Matt’s as well, but it was more silver than black. There was a thin, white mustache on his upper lip, and his eyes were green, bewitching, and disproportionately youthful. To the people of San Francisco, he was an ever-present figure, enigmatic and often dangerous. To his enemies, he was a ruthless menace, something to be feared.

      But to Marco he was simply Papà.

      Sitting to the right of Papà, kept nearby as always, was his consigliere, Carlo Torrisi, an ancient, hunched man with a hawklike face, white hair, and dark, penetrating eyes. Papà’s underboss was present as well, as were five high-ranking caporegimes.

      Papà made eye contact with Marco and stood up. He paused for a moment to adjust his cuffs before walking over. Papà wore expensive suits, bought exclusively during his trips to the old country, tailored immaculately. He walked around the table and approached the doorway

      “Have a seat, Mateo,” he said to Marco’s brother and patted him on the shoulder. Matt entered the room.

      Papà had just a hint of an Italian accent. Though Papà was born in America, Marco’s family was quite traditional and very much connected to their Sicilian roots since Marco’s grandfather first immigrated. Marco and his brother had been raised speaking both English and Italian, and Marco couldn’t count the number of times he’d been to Italy.

      Papà shut the door. They were alone now, save for Simona, far away at the end of the hall.

      Papà gave Marco a small, mediating smile, but Marco could tell that his father was frustrated and pressed for time.

      “Not today, Marco. Not this. It’s much too important. You’re not ready.”

      Marco felt the sting of injustice surge through him. “But Matt—”

      “Mateo is who he is, and you are who you are. And he’s never failed me.” Papà focused in on him with those green eyes. “Your time will come to prove yourself again. But it’s not today.”

      Papà went back into the room and shut the door behind him.

      Marco didn’t move. He just stared at the door.

      He felt Simona’s eyes upon him and turned to see her stand up from the couch and start toward him. He waved her back down and walked to the lounge. He sat beside her and put a hand on her smooth knee.

      Her big, brown, doe-like eyes looked at him with deep concern. “They didn’t take you?”

      He gave her a look. She was being sweet, but he wasn’t going to grace a stupid question like that with a response.

      “Aww. Soon, Marky baby. Soon.”

      Marky. Her name for him. She used it incessantly. Marky, Marky, Marky...

      She put her hands on either side of his neck, began giving him a shoulder rub. He let his chin drop to his chest. Her hands felt good, breaking up the tension in his muscles. Strong fingers. His mind drifted, away from his father’s condescending eyes and toward the immediate future.

      “‘Soon’ is right,” he said. “I started my plan.”

      Simona’s hands stopped. She craned her face around to look at him. Her eyes were open wide, pink lips in a big circle.

      “What?”

      Marco nodded. “That’s right. It’s begun. Soon Papà will have to respect me.”
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      Paulie “Big Paul” Fair had always been critical of people who self-pitied, but as he took another sip of his drink, he felt like the most despondent man in San Francisco.

      He sat in his wingback chair and stared into the flames dancing about the fireplace, tears in his eyes. The rest of the lights were off, and the fire bathed him in a warm, orange glow. In his hand was a tumbler. Whiskey, twenty years old. His second glass.

      He rested the glass on his knee, noting how his robust thighs completely filled the more than adequate space between the two arms of the chair. He’d always been a very large man, but even by his standards, he’d gained too much extra weight over the last several years. His wife had always been concerned about his health, and part of him felt like he owed it to her memory to lose some pounds. And he certainly wasn’t getting any younger. Lately, the strange circumstances under which he’d found himself were forcing him to reconsider many things like this, different aspects of his life. He’d been in a morose and contemplative mood.

      And he longed for the past. He ached for his wife. But more so, he yearned for his two long-lost children—because, unlike Mary, they were still among the living.

      Behind him, he heard the doors of his study swing open. Someone rushed into the room. He didn’t turn to look.

      “Pop! We got trouble.” It was his son, Danny. The footsteps drew nearer. “Pop…?”

      Paulie held up a finger. “Do you miss the twins, Danny?”

      It took a moment for Danny to process the sudden question before he answered. “I do.”

      It was a token response.

      Paulie knew that Danny didn’t miss his brother and sister. Danny was lacking something, deep inside. It wasn’t as though he was completely devoid of a soul—there was certainly a zest for life in him—but he was without any compassion. And while Paulie loved him immensely, there was something about Danny that frightened him too.  A tinge of sinisterness.

      Paulie heard Danny grab the rolling chair—from behind the desk on the other side of the room—and wheel it to the fireside next to him. He sat down. Paulie finally looked over at him.

      Even through a father’s eyes, Danny was a rough looking man. He had a lean frame and awkward proportions. His neck craned forward, and his back was slightly hunched, making him look rather like a vulture stuffed into a business suit. His skin was craggy, oily, and he had a shock of coarse, carrot-red hair, receded and with an alarming amount of premature gray. He had a sunken face, ears that were a couple sizes too big, and a few stray hairs where his eyebrows had all but disappeared. His lips were chapped, and he was always licking them, chewing them.

      Paulie took a sip of his whiskey and felt the warmth travel to his gut. “It was my fault they left, you know. I’m the reason Jane took your brother, changed their names. They never even claimed their nicknames. Me and your mother—God rest her soul—we thought they could be ‘Johnny and Janey.’ As soon as they were old enough to understand what this family is about, they didn’t want anything to do with us. Or me. They’re just not criminals.”

      “They’re nutcases.”

      Paulie turned on Danny, gave him a dark glare. “Don’t you dare talk about your brother and sister that way.”

      “Oh, come off it, Pop. You know it as well as anyone. You hid them away as long as you could.”

      Paulie couldn’t deny what Danny had said. He took another sip of whiskey. “I’d like to say that I did that for their own good, but the truth is I was embarrassed.”

      “I don’t blame you with one of them hearing voices and the other a panicky mess with sleep problems.”

      Danny had been almost smiling as he described his siblings’ issues. Like he was enjoying it.

      Paulie looked away from him, back to the fire. “I should never have sent you—of all people—to bring them back. All those years ago. But Janey despised me. She never would have listened had I tried myself. I thought that sending their brother might convince them. A family connection.”

      “I tried, Pop.”

      “I know you did, Danny. But it scared them off, and they disappeared for seven years. Now one of them has lost his mind. And he’s out there, and the whole damn world is chasing him. My boy...”

      “Pop, listen. Jonathan—”

      “Hit an Alfonsi bank? Yes, I already heard.”

      Danny didn’t immediately reply. The embers in the fire popped.

      “They’re going to strike,” Danny said finally. “And soon. The Italians aren’t going to buy that Jonathan did this accidentally due to a mental condition.”

      “I imagine you’re right.”

      Another pause from Danny. Then he said, “So what are we going to do?”

      “We can either wait for them to strike,” Paulie said and drained the rest of the whiskey. “Or we strike first.”
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      It was nighttime, and the California air felt just as good as it had during the day. Comfortable. And clean, even in the middle of a big city.

      A couple blocks ahead of Dale and Yorke was the bank. There were four squad cars outside, lights on. The street in front was blocked off, and police tape surrounded the entrance. Outside the tape was a mob of media, and they’d spotted Dale and Yorke, some already making their way toward them.

      Dale strode briskly, but he was still having to book it to keep up with Yorke. Her feet pounded the pavement, seemingly as much from frustration as their hurried pace.

      “Shit,” Yorke said. “lt’s an Alfonsi bank. Just like the first one eight months ago. Beau Lawton is going to flip his lid. I know how the guy thinks.”

      “You work with him a lot?”

      “First time. But remember me telling you I dated someone for six years?” She started her next sentence, hesitated, then continued. “It was Beau.”

      Dale looked at her. She didn’t look back.

      The reporters were upon them. Cameras. Lights. Arms and shoulders and grabby hands jockeying for position.

      Deputy Marshal Yorke, what can you tell us about tonight’s events? Is this a sign of strife between the two families?

      Is there a pattern to Jonathan Fair’s crimes?

      Tim Melbourne, a statement?

      Yorke turned on Dale upon hearing the “Tim Melbourne” name. “Don’t you dare say anything, smartass.”

      They continued past the media and ducked under the crime tape then pushed through the cops to the steps by the front door. Two plainclothes detectives were talking to a security guard—a black guy with a thick beard wearing a navy blue uniform.

      One of the detectives recognized Dale’s partner. “Yorke.”

      She nodded. “Can we get a few minutes, fellas?”

      As the detectives left, the guard ran a hand over his beard and pointed at Dale, a respectful and impressed look in his eyes.

      “Nice beard, man,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Dale and Yorke were in the empty, echoey lobby of the bank. Green marble everywhere. They stood at the security desk, behind which the guard was seated. He faced a bank of small video monitors.

      On one of the monitors, they watched as Jonathan Fair ran away from the bank’s vault and scurried for cover. The vault’s door exploded, and a moment later Fair returned and slipped through the cloud of dust and into the vault.

      “That’s enough,” Dale said.

      The guard stopped the tape.

      Dale took a few steps back and looked at the desk. Yorke joined him. Across the front of the desk was a message, crudely painted in broad strokes.
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      “478…” Dale said.

      Yorke crossed her arms. “That’s the number of—”

      “The number of dead in the 1906 earthquake,” Dale said. In his research the last couple days, he’d seen that number so often that it was now seared into his memory. “But why would Felix think it’s a lie?”

      Dale thought over his own question for a moment. Then he turned to the guard.

      “And he wrote the message just before he left?”

      “That’s right,” the guard said and fast-forwarded the tape.

      Dale watched as Fair exited the vault, walked over to the desk, unhooked a quart of paint from his belt, and took a brush from his pocket. He quickly opened the paint can and slapped out the message before turning toward the front door. His figure exited the side of the video image.

      Dale and Yorke moved their attention to a different monitor where the entrance of the bank could be seen. Fair appeared from the right side of the screen. He hurried to the front door then stepped outside, got into a car, and left.

      “Wait. Back up,” Dale said.

      The guard rewinded the tape.

      “What is it?” Yorke said.

      Dale pointed. “Look. The car was waiting for him.”

      Yorke shrugged. “So what? A taxi. He was in no rush. He overpowered the guard before he could pull the alarm.”

      The guard looked away, embarrassed.

      “No,” Dale said, shaking his head. “It looks like he got in the passenger side. Why wouldn’t he get in the back of a taxi?” He turned to the guard again. “Let’s see how he got into the bank.”

      The guard pushed the button, and the images on the screens zipped backward in time—Fair erasing the message; the vault un-exploding; Fair walking backwards to the entrance; the collapsed form of the guard reanimating and standing up; and finally a conversation at the door between the guard and Fair before before both of them exited in opposite directions.

      The guard stopped the video. Then he started it again, playing forward now. In the darkness, through the glass, was visible the form of a car stopping outside the bank. A figure stepped out of the passenger side of the car and approached the door. As the figure drew closer, it was clear that it was Jonathan Fair. He pulled back a fist, as though he was going to punch through the glass.

      But then he stopped abruptly.

      Another figure exited the car from the driver side and approached Fair, excitedly waving his hands in a STOP motion. The angle was awkward, and the image was grainy, making the man’s face unclear and ambiguous. There was an animated, urgent discussion between the two men, and then the driver returned to the car. Fair faced the door again, and instead of punching through the glass, he tapped on it.

      “Oh my god...” Dale said.

      He looked at Yorke. Her mouth was open a bit, eyes wide.

      “Stop,” Dale said to the guard, who paused the tape.

      Dale was floored.

      All this time he—and Yorke and everyone else on the task force and everyone else watching the events around the world—had assumed that Jonathan Fair was working alone, continuing where he left off with the first robbery that led to his arrest, a crime that had been conclusively proven to be the work of Fair alone.

      But the man who got out of the car and had the animated discussion with Fair was clearly a part of the robbery. Not only was he driving the car, but by the heated nature of their exchange and Fair’s sudden change of plans—having almost punched through the glass before simply knocking on it—there was no doubt in Dale’s mind that the unknown man was involved in the planning process.

      Jonathan Fair had a partner.

      Dale thought of the images on the cork board back at the Hall—the other five men who had escaped the mental hospital. Beau Lawton had marveled at how they were all intelligent, professional...

      “Jonathan Fair isn’t alone,” Dale said to Yorke. “And I’m guessing his friend is one of the other escapees.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      The man hovered over her, and Jane Logan tried to scream.

      But no sound escaped her lips.

      She was lying in bed, wearing only a T-shirt and underwear. The sheet hardly covered her. She felt exposed with the tall man standing directly over her, a pure-black figure in the darkness of her room.

      But she couldn’t move. Not one muscle. Not her lips, not her arms or hands … only her eyes. All she could do was watch as the figure drew closer and closer.

      This isn’t real, she told herself. This isn’t real.

      She could tell herself that all she wanted, but it was as real as it needed to be in that moment. Right then, it was very much her reality.

      She tried to move a finger. If she could move something, anything, it would be over. She could break it.

      She focused on her left thumb.

      Move. Move.

      The man put one knee on the bed then pulled his form over her, straddling her. She felt herself sink down as his weight compressed the mattress.

      This isn’t real.

      The figure was pure black. A living shadow. The hands came down upon her chest, at the top of her breasts.

      And pushed.

      Hard.

      Jane felt the air being squeezed out of her chest. She tried to breathe. Tried to move. Nothing was happening. She couldn’t take in enough air. Her heart fluttered. Panic set in. Sweat broke out across her forehead.

      The figure pushed harder. Her chest caved. Gurgling noises came from her throat. Her vision blurred, whitened. She looked into the man’s face. Blank. A dark orb. A presence.

      She felt a tear slide down her cheek.

      This isn’t real…

      Another shove from the man, and she started to gag. Black spots. Ringing in her ears. And then…

      She bolted up in bed.

      And screamed.

      The sound echoed throughout her small, studio apartment.

      She sat like this, hands on the mattress, chest heaving, eyes wet, panting. For just a moment. Then the phone rang.

      She took a deep breath and answered. “Yes?”

      “You scream again, Miss Logan. Wake me up.”

      It was Mrs. Wang, owner of the house. Jane’s apartment was half of the building’s second floor.

      “I know, Mrs. Wang. I’m very sorry.”

      “You wake my cat too. She not happy.”

      “Tell Petunia I’m sorry also. Sleep paralysis again.”

      “That’s three times this week. Get better sleep. Try valerian root.”

      “I’ll do that, Mrs. Wang.”

      She hung up.

      A couple more slow, deep breaths then she walked to the sink at the back of the apartment. It was a tiny place, and the sink served both the bathroom and the kitchen. She ran some water in a glass, took a few gulps, and looked at herself in the mirror. She couldn’t help but imagine the man returning, stepping up behind her reflection, and it sent a shiver over her flesh.

      None of it had been real. She had to keep reminding herself.

      Sleep paralysis. It had tormented her since she was a child, a condition in which the sufferer found him- or herself awake yet completely unable to move or speak. Paralyzed. It occurred during the surreal transition between consciousness and sleep, when the lines of reality were blurred. The sufferer frequently saw terrifying hallucinations, to which they could not react. They could only watch. Intense emotions such as fear and panic accompanied the hallucinations, which could present themselves in often macabre forms such as shadow figures and demons. Feelings of suffocation were common, and because the sufferer was stuck in a state between sleep and wakefulness, aspects of REM breathing heightened the sensation of suffocation. Though sleep paralysis was a mysterious condition, known triggers included abnormal sleep cycles, sleep deprivation, and stress.

      The latter of which Jane had in spades.

      She wet a wash cloth and wiped her face, assessed her reflection. She looked like crap. Tired, bloodshot eyes. It had been the better part of a year that she’d been back in San Francisco, back in California, following Jonathan Fair, as it seemed the entire city was now doing. But while everyone else had been following Jonathan during the frenzy of the last couple days, Jane had been focused on him for months. That’s why her skin was so pale. That’s why the bags under her eyes were so dark.

      Some hair was stuck to her forehead, wet from the washcloth. She brushed it aside. It was wavy and dark, almost black. Not her natural color, which was reddish-brown. She’d had to slip into anonymity upon her return to California. Though she preferred her natural color, the dark hair served its purpose because it was a drastic change, and with it she could pass as either Hispanic or Italian. She had one of those faces.

      She finished the glass of water then walked to her desk, which was squeezed between the front wall and the foot of her bed. Scattered over the desk’s surface and taped to the walls were all manner of newspaper clippings, magazine articles, pictures, and notes about the Jonathan Fair case. The wealth of information she’d gathered was staggering. And it all seemed to be leading her nowhere.

      As she continued to search for her brother. Her twin.

      She pulled out the chair and sat down. Her eyes traced over the materials to the two framed pictures she kept at the corner of the desk. The smaller one was a black-and-white photo of her and John as children, about ten years old, surrounded by massive tree trunks. The redwoods. John had a stick hoisted over his head. A pair of large hands rested on the children—one hand on John’s shoulder and another on Jane’s—from a figure who stood behind them. The rest of the person was cropped out of the photo. Her father. She hated having even the smallest bit of him visible, even just his hands. But it was the only picture she had of her and her brother at the family’s cabin. And those were some of the only sweet memories from her childhood.

      She picked up the other frame. Her and John, in adulthood now, albeit young adulthood. Better days, before things got so crazy. Back when they were first on their own, when the danger hadn’t seemed quite so imminent. Back before his condition got worse. The picture had been taken during college. John with his shaggy hair and square glasses. Her with her arms wrapped around him. Both smiling.

      It wasn’t long after this picture was taken that Jane had legally changed their identities, and when she’d done so, she’d had zero hesitation in choosing their new last name, Logan.

      There had been no other name she even considered.
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        * * *

      

      Years earlier. A sunny California day.

      A twenty-two-year old Jane walked from the parking lot to her apartment building. It was three stories with a keypad-secured front entrance. She’d been harassed by her father’s goons during her first and second years of college, when she’d lived in the dorms and an apartment with an isolated, alley-facing entrance. She needed more safety, which was why she’d chosen this more secure building during her third and fourth years. After all, she wasn’t just protecting herself. She was also protecting John.

      As it turned out, there hadn’t been any more incidents with Big Paul’s thugs since she moved into the new building. A two-year reprieve. A chance to breathe. It seemed that her father had lost interest in her and John, which was perfectly fine by Jane. He had already cut off funding after her freshman year when she’d used the platform of 1960s San Francisco activism to publicly speak out against her criminal family. Since then she’d worked her ass off to pay for the rest of her schooling and to provide for her twin brother.

      She adjusted her purse as she approached the building, and a familiar voice called out from behind.

      “Hey, neighbor!”

      Jane turned. It was Logan Winters, the boy next door in her apartment building. He wore a cap and gown, and he looked her over as he stepped up beside her. “You didn’t go to graduation?”

      “Nah, I had to give John a ride. Not really my kind of thing anyway.”

      “You busted your butt for four years. Might as well get some recognition for it,” he said with a smile.

      Logan was a big, smiley, Midwestern type of guy with light hair, blue eyes, and a broad chest. Handsome in a round-cheeked kind of way. Gregarious, warm, and a bit loud.

      They walked up the steps, and Logan punched the code into the lock. He held the door open for her, and they entered the building.

      “Tell you what,” he said. “Why don’t I take you out for a drink some time this week.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Look, it’s great what you do for your brother. Wonderful. But you can’t spend every free moment you have watching over him.”

      They stopped at her door.

      Logan smiled, anxiously awaiting her answer. There was a childlike quality to him that was ridiculously endearing.

      “Maybe…” she said.

      He gave her a finger gun and a wink then stepped over to his own apartment door.

      Jane smiled, shook her head, and unlocked the door.

      Inside, she dropped the keys in the basket on the small table by the door. Her apartment was of typical college size and refinement. But whereas many college apartments were covered by posters featuring beer cans or half-naked people, her and John’s apartment was decorated with altogether different posters. There were some from each twin’s tastes. John’s featured historical events and images of intrepid journalists. Jane’s posters were all from the movie Wizard of Oz. Her favorite. It was wish-fulfillment for her. The fantasy of getting somewhere far, far away from the criminal world of her father.

      She walked across the apartment to the kitchen and reached into the fridge for some orange juice. There was a knock at the door.

      She smiled again. The guy sure was persistent.

      She heard the door open and looked up. In walked Danny, her older brother. For a moment, Jane was so stunned—and frightened—that she couldn’t form words.

      “Danny? How did you get in this building?”

      “People are surprisingly trusting around here,” he said.

      That voice. Nasally, grating, and wicked.

      It had been since high school graduation that she’d seen him, and if it were possible, he’d gotten even uglier—a few extra wrinkles to go along with everything else. Scruffy, bright red hair. Dark eyes with dark rings beneath. Big ears. Sunken cheeks. Small, pointy teeth.

      Jane stammered. “Why are you here?”

      “Can’t a guy visit his kid sister?” He looked left and right. “Where’s our brother?”

      Jane paused. “He’s not here right now.”

      A sneer came to Danny’s face. “You got him at a shrink appointment or something?” He snickered.

      Then he walked toward her.

      Jane inched toward the phone, on the wall by the refrigerator.

      “Pop wants you back,” Danny said. “Both of you. Back in the family.”

      Jane shook her head. “We’re never going back. We’ll never be part of your life.”

      She was a couple feet from the phone.

      Danny sucked in his chapped lips, moistened them. His eyes flicked to the phone and back to her. “No, sis, you got this all wrong. You have no choice in the matter.”

      “The hell I don’t.”

      She lunged for the phone, but Danny reached out and grabbed her arm. He yanked her back to the opposite side of the kitchen, threw her against the wall. His fingers dug into her forearm with such pressure that it made her eyes tear up, and he pushed in close to her.

      She remembered when he had bullied her as a kid and how on more than one occasion he’d grabbed her breasts once they began to develop. She felt the same revulsion to him now, and though she hadn’t been near him in years, she felt like she had seen his disgusting face—so close to hers now—only yesterday.

      “Let go of me, Danny. You’re hurting me.”

      “You filled out nice, Janey.” His eyes roamed over her. “Pop let you have your fun, let you get your stupid degree, let you have a little taste of freedom. But now you’re coming back.”

      Jane looked at the phone. Several feet away.

      It was well out of arm’s reach.

      So she screamed.

      “Logan! Help! Logan!”

      There had to be some benefit to living in an apartment with paper-thin walls.

      Danny scowled at her, squinting, trying to figure out what she’d done.

      A slamming noise from the other side of the apartment. Her door flew open. Logan rushed in. He was out of his gown, wearing a polo and jeans.

      “Get your goddamn hands off her!”

      Logan bounded over.

      Danny released her arm, turned to Logan, and pulled back his suit jacket. He had a revolver in a shoulder holster. “Now just what do you think you’re gonna do here, big boy?”

      Logan came to a stop. He looked to Jane and back to Danny. Then he continued toward them, stepped in between them.

      “Get the hell out of here.”

      “Brave,” Danny said with that sneer on his face again. He reached toward his gun...

      And stopped. There had been a noise.

      Another guy from the building—another neighbor—had entered the apartment. And another appeared in the doorway. And then a couple girls from two doors down.

      Danny quickly threw his jacket back over the gun. He looked at Logan.

      “All right, big boy,” he said and turned to Jane. “Pop’s not gonna like this. Not at all. I’ll see you soon, sis.”

      He walked to the door and out of the apartment, shouting at the people who had gathered.

      “Move your asses.”

      He was gone.

      Jane hadn’t noticed, but she now realized that she was shaking horribly, her whole body.

      One of the neighbors called out to her. “You all right?”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      Everyone left. Except for Logan. He turned to her.

      “Logan…”

      She went to his chest and let his large arms wrap around her. He was a good hugger, and his big muscles felt soft and warm, encircling her like a blanket.

      He had been so good to her for so long and so patient with her constant denials. So she looked up at him. Smiled. And finally gave him a kiss. A small peck on the lips.

      There was that childlike quality again. His face lit up like a boy who just found his most coveted gift waiting for him under the Christmas tree.

      Then he looked at the doorway, and his expression grew darker. “If he ever comes back, I’ll—”

      “It doesn’t matter if he comes back,” Jane said. “I’m leaving. As soon as John gets home, I’m getting us the hell out of here and never coming back. I was a fool to think I could stay in San Francisco. I’ll change our names, get us someplace safe.”

      “Where?”

      Jane looked at the posters on the wall in the living room. “Somewhere over the rainbow.”

      Whereas Logan had looked like an overjoyed boy on Christmas morning only moments earlier, now he looked like a boy whose dog had just been run over. Cheeks sank, lips tightened. She even thought she noticed his eyes glistening a tad. He really did like her. The big goof.

      “Well… Goodbye, Jane.”

      He turned.

      “Logan, wait.”

      She grabbed his wrist, pulled him around. And kissed him.

      A real kiss this time.

      She put her fingers in his hair, pulled his face in tight. Her lips moved over his, and she even gave him a little tongue.

      Two years of patience. He’d earned it.

      His hands went to her lower back and pulled her in tight. She felt her entire front side, all the right parts, squeezed against his strong body. Jane became excited, and she wanted Logan. And she realized she didn’t just want him in that moment. A whole wave of thoughts had flashed across her mind. A future with this brave and noble man, the most noble man she’d ever known aside from John, so different from her father and Danny and the other men in that world. A future with Logan. Her and Logan and John. And John’s other personalities.

      But she knew she could never have that.

      She pulled away from him.

      “Goodbye, Logan.”

      Logan looked at her. Hesitated. Then he nodded. Smiled. And left.

      No, Jane could never have a life like that. So far, her short adult life had been dedicated to John—watching over him, providing for him, keeping him at a distance from her father. And now she had to turn things up a notch.

      She and John had to disappear.
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      Dale was trying to get his point across, but the cigarette smoke was so damn thick, he was having a hard time concentrating. He’d given Eliseo Delacruz several less-than-subtle looks, but the cigarette still rested in his fingers as he sat with his arms crossed over his chest, leaning back in his chair, watching Dale semi-skeptically.

      The two of them and Yorke were in the conference room on the third floor of the Hall of Justice that had been delegated to the task force hunting down the missing people from the Second Alcatraz. Orange plastic chairs on casters lined the table that spanned the length of the room, the surface of which was strewn with notepads and folders. They’d finished lunch—sandwiches from a local deli—and the empty boxes and bags sat among the case materials. A large fruit tray was in the middle of the table. The walls were plastered with a hodgepodge of information—charts, maps, photos, lists—and there were several rolling cork boards, including the one with images of the escapees that had been in Beau Lawton’s office. There had been two photos crossed by masking tape Xs and labeled as CAPTURED the last time Dale saw the board. Now there were three.

      Dale stood at the head of the table, giving a quick briefing to Delacruz and Yorke about what he’d learned that morning. A small paper plate was in his hand, mounded with fruit. People liked to say that food tasted best when it was purchased with hard-earned money, but Dale contended that free food tasted even sweeter. That’s why he always mercilessly pillaged deli platters and complimentary cookies. He bit into a watermelon chunk, and almost spat it out. It had absorbed Delacruz’s cigarette smoke and tasted like a fruity ashtray. Blech.

      The books, articles, and documents Dale had gathered earlier at the San Francisco Public Library were on the table. On the blackboard behind him, he’d written three notes:

      
        
        478

        Abe Ruef

        Eugene Schmitz

      

      

      “Felix has left us two messages about the Great 1906 San Francisco Earthquake, the latest one saying that 478 was a lie.” Dale tapped the digits he’d written on the blackboard. “478 was the official number of people who died in the earthquake. Now, the first message he left some eight months ago said, Tell the truth about the quake. Clearly Felix thinks he’s alerting people to misinformation about the disaster. But who would be in a position to lie?”

      “Government?” Yorke said.

      Dale pointed at her. “Exactly. So that’s where I started digging. Turns out San Francisco was completely corrupt at the time of the earthquake. The entire city was under the grip of Abe Ruef, a political boss. The mayor at the time, Eugene Schmitz, was just Ruef’s puppet.”

      Delacruz blew out a puff of smoke. “But why would Ruef put out incorrect information about the quake?”

      “There’s the million-dollar question. Beau Lawton gave me a name who might be able to shed some light.” Dale stepped to the table and rummaged through his notes, retrieved the slip of paper Lawton had given him. “Britta Eaton. She’s dying to get us historical info for the case. I need to talk to her and see—”

      The door at the back of the conference room swung open. Beau Lawton flew in, looking harried. He stepped to the cork board with the photos of the escapees, pointed a finger at the images, then looked at Dale and Yorke, his eyes moving back-and-forth between them, quickly, rapidly.

      “Which guy did you see? Who was Fair with?”

      Yorke answered. “We couldn’t see shit. The guy’s face was blocked. And the video was grainy.”

      Lawton breathed in, slowly exhaled, shoved his hands in his pockets. “You’re certain? We need something substantial, not this silly history research.”

      Dale answered, being sure to restrain his frustration with being called silly. “I only speculated that the guy Fair was with was one of the other escapees. It could be anyone.”

      Delacruz squashed his cigarette in an ashtray and faced Dale’s partner. “That’s one false start and one missed opportunity so far, Yorke. You have a covert history expert on your side now. Are you going to get some results at any point?”

      Yorke started to answer, but had little to say. “Sir… I…”

      Lawton took a step closer to Delacruz, and when he spoke, his tone was more mediating, less forceful than when he’d barged in. “Eliseo, Hanna is still my choice on this. And I trust her. Maybe we could talk outside?”

      Delacruz looked from Lawton to Yorke. His eyes stayed on Yorke for a moment then he stood up, and the two men walked off.

      Yorke watched them leave.

      “I’m up shit creek, Conley.”

      Dale pulled out a chair and sat beside her. He popped a grape in his mouth.

      “I can help. But I gotta do a little more ‘silly history research.’” He tapped the note on the table. “I have to talk to Britta Eaton.”

      He extended his plate toward her. She smiled, gave a small chuckle, and took a piece of pineapple.

      She chewed the fruit and stared forward for a moment, eyes glazed, before she spoke. “It was a year ago.”

      Dale sensed that she was finally going to open up. He knew that Yorke had made a dire mistake sometime in her recent past, but he also knew it was a delicate subject. So he hadn’t pressed her.

      He set his plate down, turned to her attentively.

      “A fugitive assignment. I misinterpreted a lead, went to get the guy. He wasn’t there. As I was trying to find him, he was on the other side of town, holding up a gas station. Things went south. He killed the clerk. And a customer.” She paused. “I really am a screwup.”

      Dale didn’t know what to say. Law enforcement was, in many ways, like any other profession. Mistakes happened. And the story she’d told was about as big of a mistake as one could imagine. But if he were to say it, if he were to tell her, Mistakes happen, he knew it would have little impact. And it would seem trite. So he didn’t say a word.

      Yorke bit her lip. “It’s my fault those two people died.”

      Now Dale had to say something. “No, it—”

      “Shut up, Conley.”

      Dale shut up.

      Yorke took another piece of pineapple from his plate, rolled it between her thumb and forefinger. “And now the only person who believes in me is Beau.”

      She gestured to the hall.

      “Were you two together when the incident happened?” Dale said.

      She shook her head. “We’d been broken up for a while by that point. Would have been nice to have his support. Especially since I’d been such a doting girlfriend during his fiasco with Kimble.”

      Dale grinned and tried to cut the tension a bit. “It’s hard to picture you as a ‘doting girlfriend.’”

      She shrugged. “Well, I was.”

      She leaned out of her seat and reached out to the nearest cork board, the one with the photos of the escapees. She untacked one of the photos, slid it toward Dale, and plopped back into her seat.

      Dale looked at the picture. A mug shot, black-and-white like the others on the board. The man was average-looking, in his thirties. His hair was a bit curly, ears a bit large. Both his nose and his cheeks were roundish. His eyes were desperate and confused.

      “Lee Kimble,” she said. “He was an assistant district attorney.”

      “Beau told me they were friends.”

      She nodded. “They started at the office together as young ADAs, climbed the ranks. Then there was the Red Riding Hood case.”

      “I remember this,” Dale said. “Some sort of pervert murderer.”

      “Right. Kid-killer. Little girls. Oldest was thirteen. Youngest, five. Liked to taunt the cops. Wore a bright red sweatshirt. The DA’s office was heavily involved—lots of suspects, lots of warrants. Then the cops got a tip. About Kimble. Found the sweatshirts in his apartment. And panties.”

      “Jesus…”

      “The DA at the time prosecuted, of course, since it was high-profile and involved someone from his office. So at least Beau didn’t have to prosecute his friend. But he was still really torn up about it.” She popped the piece of pineapple into her mouth and spoke with her mouth full. “And I was there for him. At least I didn’t screw that up.”

      Dale leaned closer. “Hey, Yorke.”

      She turned, swallowed her bite of pineapple.

      “You’re no screwup.”
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      Felix ducked behind the billiards table just as another shot rang out from the man’s gun, smashing into the table’s slate with a crack.

      “You knocked over my goddamn pool table!” the saloonkeeper screamed, loud enough to be heard over the blaring alarm, as he moved toward Felix. “Do you know how much that cost?”

      He was a large, ponderous man in a bizarre, leotard-shaped, white shirt. His arms were exposed, as was the top of his chest, and all of this skin was covered in thick, black hair and sweat. His face was red with anger, eyebrows wrenched together, teeth grinding.

      The alarm bellowed incessantly. Horribly loud, making Felix’s ears ring.

      As Felix stole a glance over the top edge of the upturned table, he saw the strange handgun again. When the man had fired the first three shots upon him, missing, Felix had seen that the gun was squarish in shape with a shaft of metal on the top that slid back with each shot, ejecting cartridges. There was no cylinder evident on the gun.

      And the strangest part of it all was that before the man began to fire, Felix could have sworn he had first seen the gun as a regular revolver, its round cylinder visible on either side. Once the man fired the first shots—fast, quicker than Felix had ever seen anyone shoot—it was as though the gun changed in his hand.

      Nothing seems right, does it?

      Felix quickly glanced to the side. He’d heard a voice. It was the same voice that had yelled at him in the bank.

      Another shot roared, its sound blasting over the droning of the alarm. Felix covered his ears. Then footsteps. The saloonkeeper was moving toward him.

      There was another billiards table in front of Felix, and he darted for it. Just as he scrambled behind the leg, he glanced back and saw the saloonkeeper taking aim with the square gun.

      On instinct, Felix rolled.

      Three more shots.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      They struck the floorboards beside Felix, the final shot landing only inches from him. Splinters sprayed his hand, stung his skin.

      Felix had been counting. The man had fired seven times thus far. The revolver held seven shots. And had no cylinder. How very odd.

      Felix glanced back. The saloonkeeper was panting. He looked at his gun. The sliding, rectangular section on top was stuck back, exposing a couple inches of round barrel out of the front.

      “Shit!” the man said and threw the gun to the floor with a heavy thud.

      It must have jammed.

      The man darted to the bar at the front of the room. His large stomach jostled, and the floorboards squeaked beneath his girth.

      This gave Felix a chance. He clenched the sack tightly in his hand and bolted for the door. As he ran, he heard the voice again.

      This isn’t right.

      There was no mistaking it now. The voice had come from his own head. Felix’s earlier estimation had been correct. His mind had been compromised by the stress of his mission. Once again, he feared he was slipping into mania.

      The door was in front of him. His escape. He clenched the sack of money tighter. He would have to abandon his plan of leaving his next message to Ruef. For now. He would come back at a later time.

      Just as he was nearly to the door, his path was intercepted. The saloonkeeper darted in front of him. In his hands was the item he had retrieved from the bar—a large, rounded piece of wood. He came toward Felix rapidly, a dark glint in his eyes.

      Felix backed away. There were small, round poker tables in the front area of the saloon, and Felix positioned himself such that one of those tables was between the two of them.

      The saloonkeeper charged at him, pulling the rounded shaft of wood behind his head, poised to swing it violently. Felix recognized the item now. It was a baseball bat, like those used by the San Francisco Seals. Like so many elements of San Francisco, the team has been affected by the earthquake. Their home—Recreation Park—had been destroyed. They were finishing their season in Oakland.

      The saloonkeeper looked Felix square in the eye. The man’s face was seething rage, and Felix could not say that he blamed him. After all, Felix was holding a sack full of the man’s money that he had nicked from the office space in the back, and one of the man’s billiards tables was now destroyed.

      “I’ll be famous,” the man said. “The guy who caught Jonathan Fair. They’ll give me a key to the city.”

      Jonathan Fair. The name sounded familiar to Felix, but he did not know why. He also could not comprehend why the man had so quickly assigned this false identity to him.

      The man swung the bat, and Felix jumped back, feeling the breeze as the heavy end flew past his chest. The saloonkeeper tried to come around the table at him. Felix kept moving, keeping the table between them.

      “Alfonsi told us,” the saloonkeeper shouted over the alarm. “Told us all that you might be coming.”

      Another strange name bandied so casually by man. Alfonsi. Felix had never known any Italians, let alone one by the name of Alfonsi.

      He was of half a mind to ask the saloonkeeper about the name, but then the man struck again. He pulled the bat behind his head and swung it down in a big arch. Felix jumped back, and the bat struck the table with a loud crash.

      When the man pulled the bat back again, this pause gave Felix the time he needed. He lifted one leg in the air and smashed his foot down on the edge of the table. This sent the opposite side of the table flying up, and it caught the saloonkeeper under the jaw. A sickening crack and a spurt of blood, and then the man collapsed.

      Felix felt something. His hands were shaking. He cautiously glanced around the table. The saloonkeeper lay in a mess on the floor. Chest moving. Unconscious but still alive.

      Felix could leave his message to Ruef after all. He went to the bar, retrieved his paint can and brush, and wrote his message.

      One last glance at the saloonkeeper then he left.

      Outside, the horseless carriage was waiting on him. It was a relief to have escaped the terrible alarm, but now the ringing in his ears sounded nearly as loud. The morning air was still a bit cool, and the city was beginning to come alive. People, horses, carriages. Felix opened the carriage door, entered, and without hesitation Jones quickly propelled the machine forward with surprising velocity.

      “Well?” Jones said.

      “It is done,” Felix said and raised the sack. “But I must say, Jones, that I am questioning your judgment on this. A man nearly killed me, and I cannot be certain that this was even one of Ruef’s corrupt establishments.”

      “There are going to be some close calls. We have to be prepared for it. And this place is definitely a front operation for Alfonsi… err, Ruef.”

      Felix turned in his seat. “There! There is that name again. Alfonsi. The saloonkeeper said it as well. Who is Alfonsi?”

      “No one. Just … no one important.”

      Felix evaluated the gentleman beside him. Something about his response did not sit well with him. Felix’s mission was the most important moment of his life, the crown jewel of his achievements, his legacy that would have a lasting, positive impact on humanity. And Jones had said that he could help. But as Felix looked at him now, he realized how little he knew about the man.

      He was even difficult to see. Not only did Jones rarely look him in the eye—which Felix found quite perplexing—but it was as though Felix simply could not register what the man looked like. His face was so plain that it was like an empty notepad onto which Felix’s mind refused to scribble in the details.

      Mania. It had to be. Felix was losing hold of his own constitution.

      “What is your name, Mr. Jones?”

      Jones looked over at him for a moment before turning his attention back to the street before them. “Come again?”

      “‘Come again,’” Felix repeated. “You see? What does that turn of phrase mean? So many odd things you say and do. Expressions that make no sense. A mysterious identity. I want to know your name, Mr. Jones. Your full name.”

      “Fine. It’s Tom. Tom Jones.” He snickered as he said it. “But my name’s not important. What’s important is that I’m here to help you, and together we’ll expose Abe Ruef’s cover-up.”

      Felix continued to assess the man beside him. He did not believe that his name was Tom. Not after he snickered.

      And Felix was starting to wonder if Jones really intended to help with the mission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      El Vacío strode through San Francisco International Airport, clutching the handles of his single piece of luggage. In his other hand was his walking cane. It tapped on the flooring.

      He needed to exit as quickly as possible, but he was keeping a casual pace. Nothing to draw attention. His career and his life depended upon anonymity, and airports were one of the least conducive locations. All the people. And the security. Including cameras. He wore sunglasses to shade his eyes and a turtleneck to hide the scar on his neck.

      Chances were, though, he’d already been seen. Not by a retired cop getting his minimum wage to frivol away life’s golden years for the sake of boredom-killing but rather by a spotter from one of the two families who ran this city: the Alfonsis and the Fairs.

      El Vacío had seen the man, watching him from a coffee shop, trying to be nonchalant as he ate a bagel and looked at a magazine.

      El Vacío knew that the Jonathan Fair job was going to be a challenge with the worldwide attention it had drawn. He hadn’t been on the ground for five minutes yet—and the fun was already beginning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, and El Vacío was on the road. A rental car. A Cordoba. By the time he was on 101, he had already spotted two cars trailing him. A Ford and a Fiat. His presence was already known in the city—both of them would have called in from the airport. El Vacío would need to make a statement. But, which one to kill?

      Decisions, decisions.

      Sadly enough, though, he knew the choice wasn’t going to be his. The winner would be the one who chose to take the bait he would provide. There was no chance that both of them would. They wouldn’t cross each other. It would be a test of wills.

      El Vacío exited the highway, entering a small community within South San Francisco. A couple freeway gas stations. Some businesses, three- and four-story buildings.

      He looked to the rearview. The Ford came down the exit ramp. A few cars back, the Fiat followed.

      El Vacío cruised along for a moment—then he gunned it. He would give them the impression that they were on the hunt.

      Another check of the rearview. The Ford was following. The Fiat slowed and turned off, diplomatically yielding.

      The Irish, then.

      The stoplight ahead turned yellow, and the car in front of El Vacío began to brake. He jabbed the Cordoba’s horn and flew around the car and through the light. There was the blaring of other car horns behind him. The Ford had run the red light. And it was coming right after him.

      El Vacío smashed the accelerator. He saw an opening ahead, an alley. He pulled hard to the left and into the alley.

      It terminated at the back side of another building. But there was another alley to his right, a small slice of daylight between two brick buildings. He pulled the steering wheel again. The tires squealed, and the rear bumper clipped the wall with a crunch that sent out a burst of sparks.

      He threw the gear selector into reverse, kept his foot on the brake, and watched the rearview mirror. Waited.

      The Ford slowly crept by, noticing him just as it passed his side alley.

      Too late.

      El Vacío smashed the gas pedal, and the Cordoba roared backward, smashing into the Ford. He braced for the impact, tightening his whole body, stiffening his neck against whiplash.

      When the force had finished shivering through his body, the Ford lay parallel to the driver side of his car. The Cordoba spanned the alley, blocking it off.

      One quick breath to clear his thoughts. He looked at his walking cane, sitting on the passenger seat. He considered it for half a second, then decided against it. He wasn’t going to need that weapon. Not with these buffoons. He’d improvise. He took the keys from the ignition and stepped out of the car.

      He walked to the rear of the car. The already banged-up bumper was now completely smashed. The rear quarter panels were damaged as well.

      Good thing he bought that extra coverage.

      There was noise from the other car. Both the driver and passenger side doors opened. The driver hopped out, face red with anger, but clearly trying to restrain himself—he knew who he was facing. The man in the passenger side was slower to get out. He grimaced in pain and clutched his right shoulder. Both of them were large, hulking. Stupid looking. Wearing suits that were dated and tacky.

      El Vacío unlocked the trunk, popped it open. Now it was time to make a statement.

      The thugs sensed what he was doing.

      “Hey, now,” the driver said, looking at his associate and putting up a mediating hand. “We just want to talk.”

      El Vacío reached into the trunk.

      The other two looked at each other again. Frightened. They pulled revolvers from their overcoats.

      And El Vacío grabbed the Cordoba’s tire iron.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun hid in the clouds, peeking out here and there. The sky was pale gray but streaked with bright blue, tinges of gold.

      Dale had the windows down as he drove along the Pacific coast on the Great Highway in Outer Sunset. He was headed south toward Britta Eaton’s home, and he was driving Arancia, his magnificent De Tomaso Pantera—a ravenous, hungry, Italian sports car. His perfect machine. His faithful companion. Though Dale usually liked to drive her with a zestful, high-speed passion—and Arancia sure seemed to like it that way as well—they were enjoying a nice, semi-relaxed drive as the slightly cool, slightly moist ocean air swam through the cabin. Dale’s assignment in San Francisco was frenetic and time-sensitive, so he was going to have little time to sleep, let alone relax. But he was only a mile away from Britta Eaton’s address, and he was running early. He could afford a couple minutes to slow down before plunging back into the madness.

      The breeze felt great, flowing through his hair and between the buttons of his shirt. Though he labeled himself a T-shirt-and-jeans guy, Dale wasn’t averse to mixing it up every now and then, and today he wore a light brown, button-up shirt with a faint paisley pattern. It was lightweight and comfy, and it seemed appropriate to his current environs.

      While Dale had never been much of a big city person, this first visit of his to San Fran was certainly giving him the warm-fuzzies. New Orleans was a favorite city of Dale’s, and he’d often paraphrased the famous Tony Bennett song about San Francisco, saying that he’d left a small bit of his heart in the Big Easy. Now, having been to the City by the Bay, he knew that, just like Tony, he’d be leaving a piece of his heart behind here as well.

      Because this was a really cool place.

      Arancia fit right in, too. There was something very California about his orange, Italian, thoroughbred beast, and as they drove down the Great Highway, Dale pictured what she must look like from the outside, zipping along the coast. For a moment, his mind’s eye was an aerial camera, watching himself and Arancia, his elbow hanging out the window, as they smoothly traced the Pacific.
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        * * *

      

      A bit later, Dale pulled up at Britta Eaton’s home. It was a bright blue, two-story house with an entrance and garage door on the ground floor and windows above, styled much like the other houses along the highway. And, like the other houses, it was built directly touching its neighbors, one continuous line of house broken up by the occasional street.

      When he went in, his eyes immediately absorbed a general sense of disarray. In terms of dirt and grime, it wasn’t the filthiest place he’d ever been, but it was certainly one of the most disorganized. Somewhere beneath all the piles must have been a couple tables and some furniture, and the rolling chair in which Britta was seated faced a mound of chaos in which there was most likely a desk. All around Dale were stacks of boxes and folders and a tennis racket and a guitar and a tire and some dried flowers. A cat had greeted him at the door, and after he had stroked its head, it disappeared behind a filing cabinet. Every now and then Dale saw its little face poking out from its secret tunnels in the clutter.

      Britta had requested that Dale call her by her first name. She was in her sixties. Dark gray, curly hair. Wild, alive eyes and a twinkling, almost anxious smile. Roundish figure. An overall cherub-like appearance. She looked a bit like Santa Claus’ wife, had she been coerced into an antacid-pink sweatshirt and a pair of faded jeans.

      She handed Dale a mug of tea. On the side of the mug was, Provo, Utah. Great American Mac & Cheese Cook-Off, 1966. How perfectly eclectic. Dale had just met her, but he already recognized that the quirky mug fit Britta’s personalities to a T. Dynamic personalities were like that—they announced themselves fully and without a damn thing to hide.

      Britta took another sip from her own mug—this one with an image of a jack-o’-lantern—and she looked over the photos Dale had given her, the crime scene photos of the two messages that Felix had left. She set the photos on top of an open binder of baseball cards on the footstool in front of her.

      “He’s right,” she said. “478 was a lie”

      “How’s that?” Dale said.

      “The number sounds a little low, doesn’t it? Only 478 people dead from a catastrophic earthquake in one of the nation’s biggest cities? Try 3,000.”

      Dale almost couldn’t respond. “Wait… Did you say three thousand?”

      Britta nodded. “Makes a lot better sense, doesn’t it?”

      Dale’s head was spinning. Clearly inaccuracies were corrected in history all the time. But how could the numbers be that disparate?

      “How did you figure this out?”

      Britta turned her chair around and faced the desk mound, turned back around with a cardboard box brimming with copy papers.

      “By every means possible. Listings in newspapers, state histories. Death records, voting records, military records, church records, tax records. I reached out to historical societies and genealogical groups all across the country, tried to find people who had gaps in their family histories.”

      “And you blew 478 completely out of the water.”

      “It was never 478 to begin with. Early on there were 378 bodies in the morgue, so the medical examiner just added a hundred to that number to make the total sound more believable. And that became the official count.”

      “You gotta be kidding me...”

      “There wasn’t even a list of the dead.”

      Dale reached out and grabbed the photos of Felix’s messages. He looked at the message from the first crime that Felix had committed before the break out.

      “‘Tell the truth about the quake.’” He flipped to the second image. “‘A lie…’” He let his mind wander for a moment, staring past Britta. Then he looked at her again. “Felix seems to think that the inaccurate death total was somehow orchestrated by someone.”

      “I would be inclined to agree,” she said and plunged her hand back into the boxful of research. She rummaged around for a moment, wrenched her lips to the side as she reached down low into the box, and pulled out a stack of papers clipped together at the top. She removed the clip and handed the stack to Dale.

      It was a collection of black-and-white photocopies of post-earthquake images. Badly damaged buildings. Utter destruction. They looked like post-bombing war photographs, London during the Blitz. Dale flipped through them. A wry smile came to the corners of Britta’s lips, and she stood up, walked behind him.

      “Anything look funny about those pictures to you?” she said.

      “Funny?” Dale said. “Not in the slightest. Looks like a whole lot of carnage to me.”

      “A lot, yes,” she said. “But what if I told you there was even more damage than is in the images?”

      Dale glanced up at her, raised an eyebrow.

      She pointed to one of the ruined buildings. “Just look at the windows in that building there.”

      Dale got his face closer to the image.

      And he saw it.

      “I’ll be damned. The shading looks slightly different in this row of windows than those,” he said, moving a finger between two sets of intact windows.

      Britta nodded enthusiastically. “That’s right. The photos have been touched up, making the damage look less severe.”

      Dale set the copies in his lap. “A cover-up…” He thought for another moment. “San Francisco was corrupt. Controlled by Abe Ruef and administered through his mayor, Handsome Gene Schmitz. It would make sense that the cover-up went from the top down. But what would Schmitz and Ruef have to gain by concealing the truth about the quake?”

      Britta sat back down. “San Francisco needed to appear like a city of quick repair, a vibrant comeback story. How would they have piqued the interest of future investors if their city was seen as the epicenter of death that it was? And, remember—there was a world’s fair coming to town in a few years.”

      “Right,” Dale said. “The 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition.”

      The fair had been a celebration of the completion of the Panama Canal, and it left the city of San Francisco with one of its most celebrated and beautiful landmarks—the Palace of Fine Arts.

      “And don’t forget the railroad,” Britta said.

      “Southern Pacific?”

      “Mmm-hmm. Southern Pacific controlled both political parties in California. My thought is that Schmitz plotted with Southern Pacific to downplay the disaster so as not to scare off any financing to rebuild the city.”

      Dale nodded.

      Like many large companies, there was corruption in Southern Pacific Railroad’s corporate history. But Southern Pacific had gone on to do many amazing things as well. They founded hospitals in several cities, and recently they’d formed a telecommunications network with advanced microwave and fiber optic technologies. They named the network the Southern Pacific Railroad Internal Networking Telephony. Or, Sprint.

      Britta sat her mug of tea on a stack of folders. It wavered for a moment, and she made sure it was steady. “But don’t blame the government for everything. There was likely a lot of insurance fraud as well. Folks’ coverage didn’t extend to earthquake damage, but it would cover fire damage. So what sort of claims do you think they filed with their insurance companies? And then there was looting, too. There was so much looting that Schmitz made a public proclamation giving police shoot-to-kill powers. Even some of the California National Guard members who had been called in to help were reported to have looted.”

      The wealth of information that Britta had provided made a cannonball splash in the pool of research Dale had done that morning. His mind furiously mulled over everything. Connections began to form.

      And a crazy thought came to him.

      He bolted out of his chair.

      “May I use your phone?”
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        * * *

      

      Dale stood in Britta’s kitchen, awkwardly propping himself against the cabinets—which were painted a bright, canary yellow—to keep his balance among the towering stacks of National Geographic magazines around him. The cat—who went by the name Edamame, Britta had told him—had reappeared and was rubbing against his ankle happily.

      “Yorke, listen to me. I know what Jonathan Fair is doing.”

      Dale heard Yorke breathe in. She clicked her tongue.

      “I hope you’re onto something, Conley, because Fair struck again. Robbed a pool hall this morning.”

      “Let me guess. The pool hall was another Alfonsi front operation.”

      “Well, yes, but how do you—”

      “I have a pattern to track down Fair,” Dale said. “When he was first arrested, Fair was Felix Lyons, thinking he was a journalist living in 1906. That’s all they could get out of him. He refused to tell them about his supposed mission. But we know that Felix thinks the earthquake casualty numbers were a lie, and from what I just learned, he’s undoubtedly correct. Like I said, reality is always the most important thing.”

      “Get to the point, Conley.”

      “Felix’s first message, ‘Tell the truth about the quake’ was clearly aimed at someone he thought was involved in a cover-up. All the places he’s hit so far have been connected to Angelo Alfonsi, a modern-day criminal boss with a stranglehold on San Francisco—much like the political boss, Abe Ruef, who had a stranglehold on the city in 1906. Felix is a whistleblower; he’s trying to inform the public about the earthquake cover-up. And he’s doing so by attacking Abe Ruef.”

      “Which means, he’s actually...” Yorke trailed off as she was clearly putting the pieces together.

      “Exactly. Somehow Felix’s interpretation of our modern world has substituted Alfonsi for Ruef,” Dale said. “Felix Lyons is attacking Angelo Alfonsi.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Paulie waived the men off. They exited the study, leaving him and Danny standing by the desk with the three photographs.

      Paulie slapped the photos on the surface of the desk. The first photo showed Marv, on the cement, his head smashed in. Next was Bram, hands over his stomach, drenched in blood. A gunshot wound. The third photo was of their vehicle. It was crushed in the back, rear window shattered. A symbol had been scratched into the passenger door.
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      Danny leaned over and studied the symbol. “It’s El Vacío...”

      Paulie didn’t need his son to decipher it. He was more than familiar with the marking. Everyone in the darker realms of the world recognized it.

      Paulie had only considered employing the services of El Vacío once, when there was a particularly problematic leader within the Japanese Yakuza who had been giving him grief at the docks. But, even then, Paulie had found a way to handle the issue in-house. He would rather go his entire career without associating with El Vacío. It was like signing a contract with the Devil himself.

      Paulie shoved the photos aside, rolled out his desk chair and sat. The springs squeaked beneath his mass.

      Anger surged through him, something like he’d never felt before. How could Angelo Alfonsi be so bold? Bringing someone like El Vacío into the fold ... to hunt down his son. He put his hands on the desk and saw that his fingertips were quivering. He squeezed them into fists.

      Danny picked up the photos and stared. There was concern in his eyes but almost a bit of twisted admiration for El Vacío’s handiwork.

      “What does this mean?” he said.

      “It means the Italians have brought one of the world’s deadliest assassins to San Francisco to kill your brother, Danny.” He looked at his son. “And we have to take immediate action.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Marco strode confidently down the hall. He held his chin up proud, back straight, and had Simona on his arm. He didn’t care what anyone thought about his brazenly walking with her as she wore another one of her ludicrous dresses—skin-tight, halfway up her thighs, everything bouncing and shaking. He didn’t give a damn who he pissed off.

      She gave his arm a little squeeze. “This is soooo amazing, Marky. You told him your plan?”

      Marco shook his head. He didn’t turn to her as he replied, just kept his self-assured gaze facing forward. “That’s the thing. I haven’t told him yet. He came to this decision on his own.”

      Simona squeezed his arm again and put her head on his shoulder. Her big, curly hair pressed against his cheek. The smell of her hairspray and mousse was overwhelming. “So proud of you.”

      At the end of the hall, the other men were entering the conference room—shaking hands, straightening ties—and Marco could see them stealing glances at him as he approached.

      Let them look.

      As he made it to the conference room door, he guided Simona away by the lower back, gave her a little smack to the butt.

      Moments later, he was seated at the conference table. A few seats away from him was Matt, and when Marco looked at him, his brother gave him a small smile and a respectful nod that said, I knew you could do it.

      Marco felt all those other eyes upon him again. Across the table was Carlo Torrisi, the consigliere, who had been one of Marco’s long-time skeptics. They made eye contact. The old man stared upon him for a moment. It was clear that Torrisi was dubious of his presence at the table. Some of the capos also eyed him with disdain, though they tried to hide it.

      Marco couldn’t care less. This crisis with Jonathan Fair was Marco’s opportunity to shine, and someday Matt would undoubtedly be running the show, which meant that everyone but Matt himself would be working for Marco.

      So they could stare all they wanted.

      Papà stepped into the room, closed the door behind him. Immaculate suit, silver hair slicked back. He took his seat at the head of the table and looked upon his men for a moment before speaking.

      “We’re at war. If there was any doubt that Jonathan Fair is competent and is attacking us, that’s been completely erased now. He hit us again. One of our pool halls. Took cash. Left another message.” He took in a long breath and leaned forward, crossed his arms on the table, swung his gaze over all the other men, making sure they saw the gravity in his eyes. “Unfortunately, that’s not our worst piece of news. El Vacío has been seen in the city.”

      Gasps from the men. They sat up taller, looked at each other.

      Torrisi spoke. “You didn’t—”

      “Of course I didn’t,” Papà snapped. Marco had never seen him be so rude to Torrisi, to whom he was always very respectful.

      “Then who did?” Torrisi said.

      Papà shook his head. “Yakuza. Or the Chinese, perhaps. Someone else who has beef with the Fairs, someone using this Second Alcatraz fiasco as an opportunity to take Jonathan out, make a statement. Or it’s someone who has beef with us, trying to convince Big Paul that we’re the ones who hired him. But now’s not the time for speculation. What we know for certain is the Fairs’ prodigal son is out there attacking us. And we have to strike back hard and fast. Starting this very afternoon.”

      Angelo’s attention now fell directly on Marco.

      He sat up taller.

      “And I’m glad to welcome my son, Marco, back to the table for this operation.”

      Marco felt prideful, vengeful as all those eyes looked upon him again.

      Papà continued. “Marco will be heading a team for Oliver.”

      Marco started. His eyes flicked to Oliver and back to his father.

      “You’re putting me under one of the capos?” he said. “I was already a capo myself.”

      There was tension at the table. Shifting in chairs. Movement of pens and paper. Hints of stifled laughs.

      Papà nodded. “A man has to prove himself. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      His father had asked him a question, but it wasn’t really a question. Marco had to reply in the affirmative. He had to lower himself, in front of all the other men.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Marco shrunk back in his seat and looked forward, keeping his attention squarely on the glass of water on the table in front of him, not looking at any of the others. But he could still feel their stares. He’d been so prideful. And now the other men were savoring the reversal.

      Marco would go along with his father’s wishes for the operation. But he was going to prove himself in his own way.

      Once his plan came to fruition.
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      Jane woke up screaming. A deep, piercing, and resonant scream.

      The man had visited again, straddling her, hands upon her, stealing her breath.

      She gasped, taking in big lungfuls of air.

      Her telephone rang. Mrs. Wang.

      Jane picked up the receiver, lifted it a couple inches off the cradle, and dropped it back down.

      Not today.

      She took a few deep breaths, cleared her head, and regained her bearings. It was daytime. Afternoon. Sunlight snuck into the room around the edges of the drapes hanging from her window. She was seated at her desk, still in her waitress uniform and apron. She’d fallen asleep again. This had been happening a lot lately. Her sleep quality had been poor, and she’d found herself dozing off here and there. At the most random times. Even at work.

      And the sleep paralysis had been getting more frequent.

      She stood up and reached into the pocket of her apron, took out a handful of ones and some change. She untied the apron and tossed it on the bed then knelt down and unlocked the small safe beneath her bed, put the money inside. She returned to her desk, dropping heavily into the chair. She’d only been home for a couple minutes before she evidently passed out. This was after she’d immediately sat at her desk and gotten right back to her investigation, trying to find her brother.

      She shook the sleep out of her face and returned to what she’d been looking at. That morning’s newspapers were spread out on the desk. Each of them had breaking reports of the early-morning attack her brother had committed at Side Pocket Pool Hall. All the articles focused on the fact that both places John had struck since his escape were reputed Alfonsi establishments: a bank the night before and a bar that morning. The top headline on the newspaper in the center of the desk read, Mob War Imminent?

      Each of the newspapers had different photos of the pool hall crime scene, pictures obviously taken from a cordoned-off front entrance. Naturally, the images were from different angles, and each one gave a slightly different glimpse into the scene.

      Jane noticed something in one of the photos. Writing. On the front of the bar. It was the same style of writing as the message that her brother had left at the bank he robbed eight months ago.

      Her heart raced with excitement at this smallest glimpse of her brother. But she couldn’t immediately tell what the message said. She leaned in close to the image.

      The photo showed only part of the message. Two lines, both cut off on the right. The top line said, NEXT, A STRIKE, and the bottom line read, ERASED FRO. Clearly that last word was from, cut off.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      This was all part of a longer message. She flipped through the other newspapers, trying to get a better angle. One of them showed only the word NEXT, another showed none of the message at all. The fourth paper was more revealing, giving her another two-line glimpse at the message: OR THOSE on the top and HISTORY on the bottom.
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      She quickly shifted through the materials on her desk and found a notepad and a pencil. Her brother had left two lines of text, and his message now appeared as puzzle pieces in the various newspaper images.

      Jane just had to put the pieces back together.

      She scribbled down the two fragmented messages, side by side, and came up with:

      
        
        OR THOSE NEXT, A STRIKE

        HISTORY ERASED FROM

      

      

      Nonsensical.

      She reversed the order, wrote it down.

      
        
        NEXT, A STRIKE OR THOSE

        ERASED FROM HISTORY

      

      

      She thought this through. Next, a strike or those erased from history? It made a bit more sense than the first arrangement. Maybe her brother was saying that he was either going to strike again or ... or ... something about changing history?

      No. It made no sense. There must have been more to the message that wasn’t revealed in the snippets within the photographs.

      Damn!

      She rifled through the newspapers again. And she saw that the image with OR THOSE had been clipped close to the edge of that first word.

      It wasn’t OR. It was FOR.

      She added an F to her note.

      
        
        NEXT, A STRIKE FOR THOSE

        ERASED FROM HISTORY

      

      

      She said it out loud “Next a strike for those erased from history…”

      And then she remembered something John had shown her months earlier, back in Kansas.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jane stepped out of her car and took the small path to her house. The large trees that grew in her yard kept it shady and cool, and the house itself was a beautiful little thing—cottage-style with cute landscaping and stone siding. It looked like something out of a fairytale, something from Wizard of Oz. She loved it.

      She entered and found John sitting at the table. Historical documents were spread before him.

      She smiled.

      But then Rebecca started speaking.

      Whenever her brother became Rebecca, she always found it slightly unsettling. Rebecca was a 52-year-old black woman from Mississippi, a retired schoolteacher. It was John’s only alter who was non-white, the only one who was female, and the only one with an accent. It was a combination that somehow felt more foreign than his other alters, and hearing Rebecca’s voice brought Jane’s good mood down a tad.

      “Why, hey there, Miss Jane,” Rebecca said in that thick Southern accent. “Good day at the school?”

      “It was. Very good In fact,” Jane said. “I helped a couple kids get through a little argument. Nothing serious. No one came to me about dead pets, no abusive parents. All in all a pretty pleasant day. You remember what it’s like working at an elementary school, Miss Rebecca.”

      Jane was playing along, and though as a mental health counselor she knew it was important for her to take John’s condition seriously, Jane couldn’t help but feel that she was literally playing along. Playtime. Make believe. Because she wondered how in that brain of his could John possibly understand anything about being a woman or being black or being a Southerner or being a teacher.

      A smile came to her brother’s face.

      “Oh, goodness, yes,” Rebecca replied. “The most rewarding years of my life, sugar.”

      Jane nodded and went into the kitchen where she dropped off her bag and put her keys on the small hook by the refrigerator. When she returned to the living room, Jonathan was looking at her, and when he spoke, it was a brother.

      “Hey,” he said.

      Jane smiled, relieved.

      He glanced around with that slightly confused, slightly tired look he had after he’d spent a good deal of time as one of his alters.

      “I lost time again,” he said. “Was it Rebecca?”

      Jane nodded.

      “Thought so.” He leaned over his materials.

      She stepped beside him and looked over his shoulder. The collection of books and articles he’d borrowed from the Topeka library was spread out before him, seemingly haphazardly.

      “Find anything new about your conspiracy theory?” Jane said. She put a slight emphasis on the word conspiracy. She’d been playfully teasing him about the research he’d been doing.

      John smiled. “It’s not some crackpot theory. Check this out.”

      Jane leaned over his shoulder. She hugged him as she did so. “What you got?”

      She could feel the excited energy flowing through him. This was where John was happiest—when he was investigating. He’d wanted to be a reporter or a historian, so doing his amateur historical work was a way that he could feel productive. And it made him happy.

      And his being happy made her happy.

      John spoke quickly. “This guy, Abe Ruef, controlled all of San Francisco. Eugene Schmitz, the mayor of San Francisco during the earthquake, was his pawn. You know what Schmitz was before becoming mayor? A violinist! No joke. He ran the musicians’ union. That’s how the two of them met. Ruef knew that ‘Handsome Gene’ Schmitz would be an easy puppet.”

      Jane picked up the picture of Schmitz. “Ooh, he actually is pretty handsome.”

      He really was. Quite dashing. She handed the photo to John and gave him a skeptical look.

      “But how would Ruef and Schmitz have covered up the earthquake info?”

      “Schmitz created the Committee of 50 on the very day of the earthquake—a group that would immediately come up with plans for disaster recovery. A completely illegal group, I might add. In his defense, he did include rivals, but the total number of dead, 478, was completely bogus.”

      Jane shook her head. “It’s common knowledge that most of the deaths and destruction took place from the fires that came after the actual earthquake.”

      “Yes, but you’re telling me in a city of 400,000 people and turn-of-the-century building standards, only 478 people died in an earthquake that’s been estimated to be at least 7.9 on the Richter scale? Nah. Get real.”

      “How could so many be so easily forgotten?”

      Jonathan rummaged through his materials, brought out a photocopy of what looked like census information. “Because a lot of them were viewed as second-class citizens.” He looked at her with intensity and that sparkle he got when he was reaching conclusions. “Because a lot of them were in Chinatown.”
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        * * *

      

      Jane looked for a moment longer at the note she had scratched down.

      
        
        NEXT, A STRIKE FOR THOSE

        ERASED FROM HISTORY

      

      

      She set the sheet of paper down. She knew where to find her brother.

      “Chinatown…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A small, scratchy voice spoke in Dale’s ear.

      “You’re sure about this, Conley?”

      Dale leaned his mouth slightly toward the microphone clipped to his collar.

      “Next, a strike for those erased from history. Oh, yes. I’m sure. Chinatown. This is where people were erased from history. All those deaths forgotten.”

      Dale was on Grant Avenue in the heart of Chinatown, a couple blocks up from the famous Dragon’s Gate. The sidewalk was filled with people—both local Chinese and tourists—as well as the wares of the various markets. Fruits and vegetables—many of which Dale had never seen—herbs, souvenirs, fish packed in ice. There was a lingering scent of raw seafood in the air and a constant drone of voices. Stringed red lanterns were draped over the street, between the buildings, and the shades on the tops of the lamp posts were shaped a bit like Chinese pagodas.

      Dale tried to remain as casual, as inconspicuous as he could while he kept his attention on The Sapphire Dragon, a dim sum restaurant two store fronts up. An Alfonsi front. A block away, he’d positioned Yorke to keep an eye on another Alfonsi-tied restaurant, Emerald Moon.

      Dale heard Yorke sigh in his ear. “God, I hope you’re right about this. Beau already distrusts you, and here I am, the screwup, following your lead.”

      Dale wished she’d cut the chatter. He brought his mouth closer to his collar again.

      “This is it, Yorke. Only two known Alfonsi fronts in Chinatown. Since Felix has somehow mistaken Alfonsi for Ruef, he’ll be attacking one of them.”

      “We’ve been here an hour and a half already.”

      “And we could be here all day,” Dale said. Yorke was starting to frustrate him. “And— Wait! I see them.”

      A brown Chevette rolled past Dale, and he saw Jonathan Fair in the passenger seat. It pulled into a no-parking zone close to The Sapphire Dragon. Its caution lights began to blink.

      “It’s them, Yorke. Fair’s in the passenger seat. And there’s the driver from the bank job. Get your ass over here.”

      “On my way.”

      Dale leaned forward a bit, looked over his sunglasses, studied the situation intently. He wouldn’t make a move until they did.

      “They’re talking. I can see a bit of the driver. His profile.” Dale squinted. “Caucasian. Brown hair. Average build.”

      “And they’re still in the car?”

      “Affirmative. It appears as though— Hold on, something’s happening. Movement. They’re ... arguing.”

      In the car, the conversation had become animated. Both men were clearly shouting. They gestured wildly with their hands.

      “What the hell is going on in there?” Dale said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane was so happy she couldn’t contain her smile.

      She stood among the crowds on Grant Avenue in Chinatown. She knew that the Alfonsis had little hold on the region because as much as she wanted to erase all memories she had of her father’s “business,” Big Paul had done his best to try to groom her and her twin brother before they broke free from him during college. As such, Jane remembered that Chinatown was Fair turf with only The Sapphire Dragon and Emerald Moon under Alfonsi control. Of the two, The Sapphire Dragon was the most active, a major money-laundering spot just outside the Financial District.

      Jane had learned a long time ago that her brother’s alters seemed to have access to John’s breadth of knowledge. John knew where the Alfonsi establishments were located in Chinatown, and since Felix had been attacking solely Alfonsi establishments, Jane had reasoned that this most relevant Alfonsi location in Chinatown would be where Felix would strike.

      And she was right.

      When the car pulled up outside the restaurant, she saw him through the windshield in the passenger seat.

      John.

      It was the first time she’d seen him in eight months.

      The car had been parked for a couple minutes, as John and the driver sat in deep discussion. Then their conversation quickly took a turn for the worst. Jane watched, stunned, as the two of them began screaming at each other.

      And Jane hadn’t a clue who the other man was...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Felix looked at the restaurant and back to Mr. Jones, who again sat in the operator’s position behind the steering wheel of the horseless carriage. They were in Chinatown, and though the quake was still fresh, the sidewalks were thick with Chinamen, and the road was very much passable. Most of the buildings, too, were intact. In fact, as he looked at the structures now, they all seemed to be intact. Had he not noticed a toppled building only moments earlier?

      Nothing seems right, does it?

      That voice again. In his head. His mania.

      “Mr. Jones, no,” Felix said. “I refuse to go along with this until you explain to me how this establishment is connected to Abe Ruef.”

      Mr. Jones smacked a hand against the flat surface beneath the carriage’s windscreen. The machine shook beneath them.

      “I keep telling you, this is connected with Alfonsi. And like I told you at the bar, Alfonsi is in cahoots with Ruef.”

      Don’t trust him, the voice said.

      “Jones, I do not understand the connection with this Alfonsi character. Why would Abe Ruef work with an Italian? This does not make sense. And I am beginning to think it never will. This is the end of our partnership. I thank you for for your assistance to this point, but I will be completing the mission on my own.”

      He unhinged the carriage’s door and put a foot on the sidewalk beyond.

      Then Jones’ hand clamped down on his arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      El Vacío looked down the scope toward the street below, and as Jonathan Fair stepped out of the Chevette, the crosshairs fell right over the target’s back.

      He took a slow breath, released it, and tensed his finger over the trigger. Right as he was about to squeeze, the driver’s hand yanked Fair back into the car. It was a violent movement, and it took El Vacío by surprise.

      “Get back here!” the driver screamed.

      He’d shouted so loudly that El Vacío could clearly hear each word all the way from his position atop the five-story building across the street, leaning over the parapet with his rifle.

      Fair and the driver had argued in the car for several minutes, and El Vacío thought nothing more of it than pre-robbery jitters. Perfectly understandable.

      But now, El Vacío realized something.

      When the driver had shouted at Fair and yanked him back so violently, a quick rush of analysis swept through El Vacío’s mind. He had done his homework on Jonathan Fair—he never struck a target without doing so—and he’d learned that Fair’s notorious mental issues gave him a number of personalities who could be in control of the man’s body at any given time. One of these personalities was a four-year-old boy. Named Andy.

      And if the driver yanked Fair back like that, shouted at him as one would to a child ... could that mean that Fair wasn’t himself right now?

      What if he was one of his other personalities?

      What if he was Andy?

      El Vacío had one rule. One exclusion.

      He didn’t kill children.

      His youngest target to date had been seventeen years old. She was the daughter of an East German political leader, and she’d had relations with Westerners in Berlin. The whore had gone to a CIA-funded party and willingly ended up as the entertainment. El Vacío didn’t judge his client for having his own child executed. He never judged. Because he was completely impartial—aside from his one rule. No children. And this individual in Berlin, while young, had been no child.

      But his current situation was different. If Jonathan Fair truly had different personalities, he could very well be the little boy right now. After all, who would talk to a grown man like that? Yank him by the arm and scream at him?

      El Vacío would need to hold back, study the target more, make additional assessments. And this angered El Vacío because he knew that his client—who claimed to be well acquainted with Fair—would be aware of whether or not Andy made frequent appearances.

      El Vacío had one rule. And everyone knew about it.

      One goddamn rule.

      His mind flashed on his client. And he wanted to crush him. But he would give the man the benefit of the doubt for now. He would continue doing his homework.

      There was one thing that could potentially hinder his observation of Jonathan Fair, though.

      El Vacío had spotted a cop.

      Plain-clothes—jeans, brown shirt with the sleeves rolled up, sunglasses. The man stood on the corner, watching The Sapphire Dragon. Likely he would swoop in when Fair made his attack on the restaurant.

      And El Vacío would have to stop it.

      The man had a thin, clear, coiled wire slipping up his neck from under his shirt to a concealed speaker in his ear, and he’d been talking into a microphone clipped inside his collar—covertly, but El Vacío had noticed. He also wore a fake beard. It was an excellent fake, but El Vacío knew a fake when he saw one.

      El Vacío had planned on eliminating Jonathan Fair right in front of the cop. He had a good escape plan through the building he was perched upon. But now that he wasn’t going to kill Fair, he’d have to do something about the cop.

      He swung the rifle around.

      The crosshairs landed on the cop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale nodded at Yorke as she strode up to him then quickly returned his gaze to the car.

      “Jonathan Fair just tried to get out of the brown Chevette,” Dale said, motioning subtly with a nod toward the car. “The driver screamed at him and pulled him back in.”

      “What the hell?”

      Farther down the street, the argument in the car continued. It was so intense with their wild gestures that the Chevette was rocking. The passenger door opened, and Fair stepped out again.

      Dale could just hear Fair’s voice as he said to the driver, “Our agreement is terminated.”

      The driver yelled out to him. “Felix, wait!”

      Fair stopped, put his hand on the roof of the car, and ducked his head inside. Their conversation continued, voices muffled by the distance.

      Dale gave a quick glance to Yorke. Her mouth was open. Complete confusion.

      And for a moment, Dale remained confused as well. But then a realization came to Dale.

      A sick, stomach-dropping realization.

      It had been the way that the driver had screamed at Fair. That’s what tipped Dale off. The man’s commanding, violent tone. The complete lack of respect.

      This assignment had presented Dale with an absurd amount of abstract questions, each more baffling than the last. Was Jonathan Fair really acting as another person? Was he seeing the world through 1906 eyes? Could it be coincidence that he was striking establishments that belonged to the rival crime family?

      Now, like so many times when Dale had a breakthrough moment during a case, all the questions were getting answered in his head. The dark fog of confusion was giving way to bright, piercing reason.

      “Conley...” Yorke said, eyeballing him. “What’s with that look?”

      He turned to her.

      “Yorke, we’ve had this all wrong. Felix doesn’t have help. Felix is being used. He’s been hitting Alfonsi establishments. Someone understands Fair’s condition and is exploiting him to attack the Alfonsis, convincing him that he’s attacking Abe Ruef.” Dale pointed toward the Chevette. “Fair isn’t the one behind all this.”

      It was the big break in the case that Dale had been hoping for. But he was having a hard time savoring it.

      Because there were few things Dale despised more than seeing a helpless person being manipulated.

      Yorke nodded slowly, agreeing with his conclusion, as she continued to watch the car. Her eyes suddenly went wide. “Look!”

      Dale whipped back around.

      The driver stepped out of the car, pleading with Fair to get back inside.

      “It’s Lee Kimble,” Yorke said.

      Dale recognized him. The man from the mugshot he’d studied back at the Hall of Justice. Round cheeks, round nose, curly hair. One of the other escapees from the Second Alcatraz. The former assistant district attorney.

      “Come on!” Dale said.

      They darted toward the Chevette.

      It was then that the bullet struck, inches from Dale’s hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      There were screams from a couple blocks away—the sounds of chaos—and Marco jumped off the wall he’d been leaning against. The people on the sidewalk around him pointed to the east. Gasps. Rapid, frightened Cantonese.

      Marco had been trying to remain as inconspicuous as possible as he casually rested against the building, wearing nondescript clothing—corduroys, a polo shirt, shades—but now he had to risk drawing some attention to himself. He quickly pulled his walkie-talkie from its concealed position.

      “Was that us?” he said. “Was that us? They were supposed to wait for us, goddammit! We were supposed to go at the same time!”

      Another team had been positioned a couple blocks away from Marco’s, poised to strike one of Big Paul’s tourist shops.

      There was a slight pause before the response came. Sounds of concerned voyeurism surrounded Marco as people continued looking to the east.

      “Negative,” a voice said from his walkie-talkie. “Something’s going down outside The Sapphire Dragon. Shots fired.”

      “The Sapphire Dragon?” Marco said. “That’s one of our joints. Jesus Christ, the Fairs are hitting us at the same time we’re hitting them!”

      Marco thought this over. For only a moment. There was precious little time. The two families were simultaneously attacking each other. Only blocks apart.

      Mob war indeed.

      But what could Marco do but continue the operation? After all, this was the beginning of his process of proving himself. What better way to begin than under fire?

      “Proceed,” he said.

      He watched as his soldiers—also in casual clothes like him—moved through the crowd on all sides and converged on the small ginseng shop, one of the many establishments under Big Paul’s grip in Chinatown. There were three men, and they all drew their guns when they were a few feet from the entrance.

      And then something phenomenal happened…

      More men came out of the crowd. More men with guns.

      And the guns were aimed at his guys.

      There were screams of Police! Hands in the air!

      Again Marco had only a split second to make a decision.

      So he ran.
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        * * *

      

      A couple miles away, at Fisherman’s Wharf, cops swept in as Alfonsi men attempted to storm a popular seafood restaurant that was known to be a meeting place for Fair associates.

      Nearby, at Pier 39, other Alfonsi men were handcuffed and thrown to the ground among the crowds of tourists after rushing a fudge shop that was a drop-off point for Fair protection payments.

      Farther away, in Forest Hill, more men were thrust into the back of squad cars after they’d been intercepted before breaking into a stretch of homes that served Big Paul’s prostitution ring.

      All around the city, more takedowns occurred. The attacks had been synchronized. And so was the unexpected and well-coordinated police response.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale yanked Yorke down, positioned them behind the fruit stand, the same stand that had absorbed the bullet. Both Dale and Yorke had been sprayed with fruit mush when the bullet struck.

      Dale’s heart pounded in his chest, and he kept his hand on Yorke’s shoulder as he stole a glance above the stand. All around him, people were screaming, running. They bashed into Dale and Yorke as they fled the area. From where the people were looking and pointing, Dale could tell that the shot had come from the building across the street.

      It was a quintessential Chinatown building—classic Chinese styling, signs with Chinese characters on the front. All around the building was a mass of hysteric bystanders, fleeing. It was five stories in height. Lots of open windows. The shooter could have come from anywhere—any of those windows or among the swarming mass on the sidewalk.

      Dale quickly scanned the building and saw a glint of light coming from above.

      The barrel of a rifle. With a scope.

      “On the roof,” he said to Yorke. “A sniper.”

      He could just barely see the man. White. Brown hair. Olive drab jacket.

      Dale drew his Model 36. Yorke took out her piece as well.

      There was a tremendous roar. Dale’s ears were instantly deafened. Yorke was blasting rounds at the sniper.

      Bam, bam, bam!

      Dale looked to the roof. The rifle barrel disappeared as the sniper ducked below the parapet.

      Dale grabbed Yorke’s shoulder and gave it a tug. She stopped firing.

      “Save your rounds! His rifle was custom-made. That’s a pro, a hitman who’s after Fair. If he’d been trying to shoot us, we’d be dead already. It was a warning shot. He was trying to pull us away from … shit, Jonathan Fair!”

      Dale whipped around to locate Fair. He’d momentarily forgotten his main objective. Being fired upon will do that to you.

      Fair was getting back into the Chevette. The passenger door slammed. The tires screeched immediately, and the car pulled onto the street. Its horn blared at the frantic, frightened people crossing in front of it as Kimble tried to push his way through them.

      Dale quickly turned to Yorke. “I’ll go after them. You get the sniper.”

      There was a moment of pause from Yorke. That lack of self-conviction again in her eyes.

      “You got this,” Dale said.

      He took a deep breath.

      And stood up.

      He knew that the sniper could, in theory, bring him down. But he also knew that the guy could have taken him down already and that, as a pro, the guy was smart. By firing, the man had already revealed his position. The man would understand that people would be looking for the shooter. Choosing to fire upon anyone at this point would be incredibly stupid. Shooting a cop would be especially stupid. And this guy would have likely already pegged Dale as law enforcement. Under the current set of circumstances, the sniper would only risk letting another bullet fly if the intended victim was his paid target.

      That’s sure as hell what Dale hoped, at least.

      A woman crashed into Dale, and he pushed his way around her. He dove deeper into the crowd. Arms shoved him, pulled at him as pandemonium set in. In front of Dale, parked on the side of the street, a few cars up, was Arancia.

      He dashed past another clump of people, quickly unlocked the door, and fell into the driver seat. He dropped his Smith on the seat beside him, turned the key, and Arancia’s massive V-8 came to life with a metallic bellow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      El Vacío’s pulse was racing.

      Pure adrenaline from being fired upon. One of life’s sweetest sensations.

      He suppressed his dark grin as he continued to crouch on his stomach in the gravel of the rooftop, hidden behind the parapet. He had his rifle beside him, and he stole a quick glance over the edge. The male cop had gotten into an orange De Tomaso Pantera. Its siren was now blaring, and he was giving long, loud blasts of the horn at the people around him, trying to pull out onto the street. Farther up, Jonathan Fair and his driver were already partway down the block in the brown Chevette.

      Which meant that El Vacío needed to take off too.

      El Vacío had seen the male cop call off the other’s brazen, gut reaction—her gun blazing at the rooftop. He saw him reason with her, which only meant that he’d figured out that El Vacío was a pro and had intentionally missed them. And now the man had split the two of them up.

      El Vacío was impressed with the man’s thinking under fire—quite literally. When he’d first seen him, he’d not given the man much credit. He was a pretty boy, and El Vacío wouldn’t have thought him to be a master tactician. But experience had taught El Vacío that the strongest adversaries typically came in the least likely of packages.

      Another glance over the parapet, and he saw that, while the male cop had gone to the Pantera, the female was coming toward his building.

      El Vacío needed to make an escape.

      He needed to become the shadow once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      People ran all around Jane. Total panic.

      But she didn’t move. She stayed right where she was. Watching.

      The brown Chevette rolled past, pushing its way through the people. The passenger door zipped by, only feet away.

      And there was John. There was her brother.

      They made eye contact. For only a moment. Then John looked away.

      There had been no recognition in his eyes. None at all. He was Felix again, and Felix had purposely forgotten her.

      Jane had heard a siren moments earlier, and now it was louder, coming from behind the Chevette.

      She turned.

      Jane was a bit of a sports car girl, and she recognized the sleek vehicle as a De Tomasso Pantera as it lay on the horn at the panicked people crossing the streets, closing the gap with the Chevette.

      And chasing down her brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Even with the siren wailing, the panicked crowd pushed in all around Arancia. Dale smashed the horn again, and the group of people crossing in front of him jumped then hurried to the side. He burped the gas and closed the gap between him and the Chevette.

      There were two pieces of good news.

      First, the crowd was slowing the Chevette down dramatically. Second, Lee Kimble evidently wasn’t a completely ruthless bastard, as he wasn’t plowing people down.

      The bad news was, by the jerky motion of the vehicle, it was clear that Kimble was itching to make a run for it at the first opportunity.

      And that opportunity had just presented itself.

      There was a blare from the Chevette’s horn as it swung to the right and onto California Street.

      Then it bolted away.

      Dale slammed the gas—tires chirping—and took off after it. This was what Dale had been hoping for, an unencumbered race where his Pantera would easily consume the other car. The only problem was, while he knew he could easily catch Kimble, he wasn’t entirely sure how he was going to stop him.

      Especially considering a court of law had determined the man to be insane.

      But Dale needed to come up with a solution fast because the stakes couldn’t be higher—there were plenty of civilians in all directions. California Street was a major thoroughfare slicing through the city, and it was packed with mid-afternoon hustle-bustle. Passenger cars, taxis, sidewalks full of pedestrians. California was also one of the streets with the city’s famous cable cars, tracks cutting down the center of the road. One of the cable cars was directly in front of the Chevette, and another approached in the opposite direction, making its way down the hill

      Dale closed on the Chevette. Before him, the road went straight up Nob Hill, climbing dizzily into the blue sky.

      The Chevette peeled to the left with a loud screech of its tires. Then it quickly darted back to the right, just as the other cable car lumbered past in the opposite direction. Kimble had done one hell of a job threading the needle.

      Dale smashed the brakes. Arancia shuddered, her rear end kicking. When the oncoming cable car passed by, he swung Arancia around the other one he’d been stuck behind. As he over took it, he expected to see the Chevette.

      But there was nothing there...

      Where the hell could Kimble have gone? He hadn’t passed any side streets.

      Dale didn’t spot the Chevette until it was too late.

      Kimble had concealed himself in front of the cable car, creeping along to match its pace.

      They made eye contact. And Kimble raised his arm.

      A gun.

      Kimble fired. Missing.

      Dale hit the brakes, allowing the cable car to pull ahead of him on the right, concealing himself from Kimble.

      Screaming from the sidewalk and from the people hanging off the side of the cable car.

      There was a loud, metallic screech of brakes, and the cable car began to slow.

      From his position alongside the rear end of the cable car, Dale couldn’t see the Chevette, which meant that Kimble was braking too, still matching the cable car’s momentum.

      Dale grabbed his gun.

      He pushed the brake. Like Kimble, he matched his speed to that of the cable car. He tightened his hold on the Smith.

      Chances were, when the cable car stopped completely, Kimble would floor the Chevette and take off up the hill.

      Or he might jump out of the car with his gun blazing. Or maybe he’d take a prisoner from the cable car.

      Dale had to be prepared for all scenarios.

      And he had to be ready to take Kimble down.

      The cable car’s brakes let out the last of their squealing. It rocked to a stop. People flooded off, ran for the buildings.

      Arancia halted as well. Dale eyed the front of the cable car. His palms sweated on the grips of the Model 36. He slowly eased Arancia forward...

      And then it happened.

      There was a horrible squeal from the Chevette. Smoke came from the tires.

      And its reverse lights came on.

      It came right toward Arancia.

      Dale gunned the gas again, zipped to the side, into the oncoming lane. A van was headed toward him, and it shimmied hard as it came to a stop. The Chevette whooshed by.

      Dale looked in the rearview.

      The Chevette was flying down the steep hill.

      In reverse.

      Dale gritted his teeth and pressed the clutch then gave Arancia a big burst of gas. The engine roared. Dale pulled the steering wheel all the way to the left. Then he dumped the clutch.

      With a piercing screech and the pungent stench of burnt rubber, Arancia’s entire rear end spun around. Dale corrected with the wheel and held on as the rear tires spun, threatening to throw him off course. He maintained and bolted down the hill.

      He was on the Chevette in a split second. It continued flying down the hill in reverse, jerking about violently. Through the windshield, Dale could see both Kimble and Fair.

      Dale had to admit—Kimble was doing a damn good job driving that thing in reverse down a hill. San Franciscans, understandably, were excellent at driving on hills.

      But Dale had only a moment to admire Kimble’s skill.

      Because Kimble had pulled his gun again, and he aimed it out the window.

      There was no hesitation. Kimble squeezed the trigger.

      “Shit!” Dale said and yanked the wheel to the side.

      The shot cracked.

      Arancia thrashed about, nearly sliding into the cars parked on the side of the street. Dale yanked her back around, got in behind the Chevette again.

      Just as Kimble hadn’t hesitated, Dale had not a moment to spare. He stuck the Model 36 out the window. Its nickel-plating shined in the bright sunlight. Dale wasn’t the best shot in the world—especially left-handed—but the saturation theory rarely failed him. He took aim at one of the Chevette’s front tires.

      And fired. Three times. Rapidly.

      A deafening roar from the gun, and a loud pop as the tire exploded. The car immediately peeled to the side, violently, and Dale yanked Arancia over to avoid it. He smashed the brake pedal and pulled up on the handbrake.

      The Chevette arched to the side until it was perpendicular with the street and then shot like a wobbly rocket toward the sidewalk. The pedestrians who hadn’t heeded Dale’s siren scattered for safety, and the Chevette smashed into a cement trash receptacle. The hood crumpled, and a billow of steam erupted from beneath it.

      Dale hopped out of Arancia. Both hands on his gun. And he slowly, cautiously approached.

      “Get out of the vehicle!”

      Both doors on the Chevette opened. Kimble and Fair stepped out. They looked at him for a moment.

      And then they both ran.

      Dammit.

      Dale holstered the gun and took off after them. But as soon as the chase began, Fair pulled away from Kimble, running down California whereas Kimble headed for a side street.

      Fair had evidently been serious about ending the pair’s partnership.

      And now Dale had a decision to make. Did he chase after Kimble, the man to which Dale had an ascribed yet unproven theory about controlling Jonathan Fair? Or did he chase after Jonathan Fair himself, the man all of San Francisco was hunting?

      Given that Fair was under the world’s microscope, Dale figured—as the rest of law enforcement had—that he also had a death warrant signed by either the Alfonsi family or any number of nutcases looking for instant infamy by bringing down the one and only Jonathan Fair.

      Plus, capturing Fair was what Dale was being paid to do.

      So his decision was easy to make.

      Dale ran after Jonathan Fair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      El Vacío saw the female cop disappear below, heading into his building.

      And he took immediate action.

      He grabbed the sniper’s rifle.

      Took off the scope. Unscrewed the suppressor. He then unscrewed the barrel and capped it with a small piece of plastic that he removed from the end of the bolt. He slid the tiny action off the stock. Moved a spring-loaded release that held the trigger in position then folded the trigger inside the action. He collapsed the small metal butt. It hinged perpendicular to the stock, which was made of the same tubular metal as the barrel—the only difference being the rifling. He screwed the two tubes together. It was now one length of metal, with the plastic cap on the bottom and the folded butt on the top. El Vacío slid the tiny bolt action, which fit nicely in his palm, onto the grooves in the butt. It clicked into place.

      His walking cane had been reanimated.

      He grabbed the cane, scope, and suppressor, and crawled through gravel on his stomach away from the edge of the building before standing up. He shrugged off his jacket, stuck his hands in the sleeves, and shook it out, reversing it. The inside was bright blue, and as he put it on, he was now clad in a vibrantly-colored piece of clothing, totally different from the light green article he’d been wearing. It was a means of throwing off identification. El Vacío had some time ago learned that big shocks to the senses like this were an easy way of confusing a person’s memory. Memory was, after all, a very fickle thing.

      He retrieved from his pocket a fake mustache of comparable quality to the beard he’d spotted on the male cop. It was a temporary, and the adhesive was not as good as he would typically utilize. But for a speedy escape, it was exactly what he needed. He peeled a thin strip of clear plastic from the back and quickly but deftly applied it to his lip.

      He dropped the scope and suppressor into his pocket and briskly walked to the door at the opposite side of the building’s roof.

      He stepped into a hallway. Pure chaos. Chinese families along with a few non-Chinese, all pushing, shoving their way out of the apartments. There was the smell of Asian food. Everyone was making their way to the end of the hall. He went with the crowd as it funneled through a single metal door and into a stairwell.

      The confined space within the stairwell made things more cramped and even louder. It was echoey. Dusty. Warm with body heat. Shouting and pushing all around. The mass slowly descended the stairs.

      When he was one flight above ground level, he spotted an individual who was coming up the stairs. Headed right toward him.

      A blonde, Caucasian woman.

      The cop.

      And she hadn’t spotted him.

      El Vacío was a master at concealing his expressions, but inwardly he was smiling ear-to-ear with the thrill of anonymity as he stepped right past the woman.

      Her eyes were cold and determined, scanning over the dozens of people. El Vacío could read faces, and there was something in her eyes, something aside from the tension of the moment. A bit of uncertainty. She clearly wasn’t a rookie, so it wasn’t that. More like a lack of conviction in herself. Fear of mistake.

      She was attractive, in a slightly brawny kind of way. El Vacío had assessed her curves in the half moment he’d given himself to glance over her. And as he stepped past her, inches separating them, he could smell her sweat. He savored it.

      Out the door. Onto the sidewalk.

      A bit of relief as he felt a little more space. Just a little. The sidewalk was teeming with people. All frightened, all fleeing. There had been a burst of initial panic after El Vacío had taken his shot, but it had turned into utter madness after the female cop had returned fire, laying down several rounds.

      In front of him, about a block away, he could see the corner where both the Chevette and the Pantera had turned—California Street. He headed in that direction.

      Ahead was a trashcan. He shrugged off his jacket again and casually dumped it as he walked by, relieving himself also of the scope, suppressor, and ammunition. He now had nothing on his person tying him to the shooting. Aside from a harmless walking cane.

      He had stocked up when he first arrived in the city, so he had more scopes, suppressors, and ammo waiting for him at his motel. He’d custom-built his rifle, but scopes and suppressors he acquired as needed and disposed of readily. He ran through them like a normal man ran through walking shoes.

      Losing the jacket also gave him another change of look—a light yellow, short-sleeved shirt, his third appearance in a only few minutes. He was going to need anonymity again.

      Very soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale was once more running down a steep hill toward the bay, just as he had the previous day when he chased the imposter Jonathan Fair. And, framed between the canyon walls of city buildings, he once again saw Bay Bridge in the distance, one of its towers standing tall over the water.

      Ahead, Fair took a left onto Montgomery Street.

      Dale was several feet behind him, and it was a couple moments before he took the corner too. As he did, he saw the pointed monolith that was Transamerica Pyramid towering above the city, a couple blocks away.

      Dale scanned Montgomery Street. Fair was nowhere to be seen. But all Dale had to do was follow the excited stares and pointing of the pedestrians. Their attention was focused on the loading dock of the building on the corner—a multistory hotel—where the most wanted man in the country had evidently just fled.

      Dale sprinted into the dock. It was dark with muted, brownish light. The air was thick and stuffy. Hot. Dusty. There was the laundry smell of bleach, which came from several rolling, six-foot carts overstuffed with white sheets, hanging over the edges. A ramp was in front of him, and at the back wall of the ramp—which was mounted with several rubber bumpers, the types made of stacked, recycled tires—was Fair, climbing over the ledge.

      Dale dashed up to him, closed the distance. As he did, Fair thrust a kick at him, just as he cleared the top. His shoe caught Dale in the shoulder, jolting him backward with a dull pain.

      Fair ran into the maze of wheeled laundry carts as Dale scrambled over the wall. Dale got to his feet and looked forward just in time to see Fair pushing one of the large carts right at him. Dale shielded himself and absorbed the heavy impact with his arms. He stumbled, nearly falling back over the wall.

      Fair ran for a door a few feet away, open, partially blocked by another laundry cart. It led to a service hallway. He cleared the doorway and disappeared. Dale sprinted after him.

      The hallway was brighter than the dock, lit by sickly, depressing fluorescent lighting. The walls were painted white and heavily scuffed. Fair stole a look back at Dale through his square-framed glasses. Dale’s boots pounded the floor, and he felt himself drawing closer to Fair, though he also felt his lungs burning terribly, begging for oxygen. There was a Hispanic maid at the end of the hall, and she plastered herself against the wall, waiting for the two men to pass. She was clearly frightened, but Dale still perceived a twinkle of amazement in her eyes after recognizing Fair.

      Another laundry cart in front of them, and as Fair ran past, he yanked it, rolling it to the side, trying to block the path. Dale anticipated him and made a quick juke move, dodging the cart before it smashed into the wall. Fair’s tactic had cost him some time, and now Dale was right on his heels.

      There was a door in front of them at the end of the service hallway. It opened up before them, and another maid walked in. Her eyes lit up. Behind her, Dale could see the inside of the hotel. An opulent hallway—ornate wallpaper, plush carpet. It was teeming with people wearing lanyards bearing name-tags.

      A conference.

      Dale couldn’t let Fair get in there, slip into the masses of people and disappear again. They were only a few feet away from the door. So Dale had to make a move.

      He leapt.

      For just a moment, Dale was Superman. An eagle. His arms stretched out before him and his legs behind him. He was soaring. He felt pretty damn cool, and he imagined himself looking something like Dirty Harry or Charles Bronson in a revenge film. Slow motion. A gritty, determined, and utterly badass look on his face. But he knew the truth was he probably didn’t look half as awesome as he thought he did.

      But it did the trick nonetheless.

      Because Dale crashed right into Fair’s back.

      The two of them tumbled to the floor in a rolling mass, skidded forward a few feet. When they came to a stop, Dale was on top of Fair. Dale clenched his fist, ready for whatever might happen.

      But nothing happened.

      Fair simply looked up at him through his famous glasses with a look of defeat. As brave and noble as the Felix Lyons personality was, apparently he was no fighter.

      At least not in the physical sense.

      Felix had resigned himself to being caught.

      And then something occurred to Dale. A happy thought.

      He felt a jolt of pride.

      Dale had done something pretty amazing. He’d captured the man the whole damn world had been searching for.

      Dale had caught Jonathan Fair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      El Vacío watched the crowd from across the street as the cop escorted the handcuffed Jonathan Fair out of the hotel’s loading dock. There were excited screams, flashes from cameras.

      The pack mentality of fervent human fanaticism. Idiotic. Disappointing. But it was one of the many primal traits of the human psyche that fueled El Vacío’s employment. So let the fools have their simpleminded fun.

      El Vacío stood beside a phone booth near the newspaper stand where he’d purchased the magazine toward which he was was feigning interest. The cop guided Fair down the sidewalk, and as he did, he scanned his surroundings, no doubt looking to see where more gawkers might be coming from.

      His gaze landed on El Vacío. Their eyes met.

      El Vacío turned back to his magazine. Waited a moment. And glanced back up.

      The cop was still looking at El Vacío. Staring right at him.

      That confirmed it. The cop recognized El Vacío as the sniper from the roof, even with the change of outfits and the mustache.

      Again, El Vacío was impressed with this cop. The guy had it where it counted. Back in Chinatown, he’d shown his analytical prowess. And, when he stood up and ran to his car, knowing that there was a sniper on the roof, he’d shown bravery. Now he had shown attention to detail.

      The next few seconds were critical for El Vacío. Right now, the cop’s mind would be questioning itself, wondering if he really recognized the man across the street as the sniper he’d seen for only a half moment. His mind would be telling him that while the man might look similar to the sniper, he was wearing a different outfit. And hadn’t the sniper been clean-shaven?

      El Vacío needed to disappear during this moment of confusion before the cop convinced himself that his mind wasn’t playing tricks on itself, before his full attention returned to his very important business of bringing in Jonathan Fair.

      El Vacío waited for just a moment, until the crowd pulled the cop’s attention away. And then he darted off.

      Vanished.

      As much as brazen, brute strength was important to El Vacío’s work, so too was stealth, and by the time the cop looked back up, El Vacío was well hidden.

      He peered out from his veiled location and watched as the cop scanned about, pulling Jonathan Fair with him as he tried to push through the crowd to get a glimpse at where he’d last seen El Vacío. Determination, clearly, was another one of the cop’s attributes.

      But look as he might, the cop was not going to find El Vacío. And as he watched, El Vacío saw the cop resign himself to the fact that the suspicious man he’d seen across the street had disappeared. He then continued down the sidewalk with Fair, the crowd of onlookers following them.

      El Vacío would be following them as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Paulie took a bite and chewed slowly, forced himself to swallow. He put the sandwich down. Only a small corner of it had been eaten. He hadn’t had an appetite for days. If there was one way to shed extra pounds, it was by losing your prodigal son into a firestorm of ravenous bloodsuckers, all of whom wanted to hunt him down.

      The prospect of an all-out bloodbath of a mob war didn’t help matters either.

      He was in a back, private room at one of his restaurants. The door was shut, the room closed off. The muffled sound of Irish folk music could be heard from the main restaurant beyond. Fiddle and a classic song. The room was dark, and the only other person with him was Danny, who sat at the other side of the table, ravenously destroying his own sandwich.

      Danny swallowed another bite, took a long swig of his beer, then finished his thought. “Which means Beau Lawton really bailed us out. SFPD busted eight potential Alfonsi hits. They were gonna hit us simultaneously, all across the city.”

      Paulie took the napkin from his lap and wiped his face. “Angelo was trying to make a statement. He thinks we’ve been hitting him through Jonathan. So he was gonna hit us back even harder.”

      “And he still has El Vacío out hunting for John,” Danny said.

      Paulie had been trying not to think of that. He had teams of men scouring the city for the assassin, but aside from one report of a fleeting glimpse during the madness at Chinatown, El Vacío had been completely invisible.

      “Angelo is a fool. He wants to put us all at war,” Paulie said. “So let the battles begin. Call in all the boys. We’re moving on this. Today.”

      Danny grinned devilishly. “You got it, Pop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale had built an image up in his head of what the crowd outside the San Francisco Hall of Justice would look like on the the occasion when the notorious Jonathan Fair was finally brought in.

      But, as Dale led Fair up the steps, the real crowd was even thicker than the one he’d dreamed up.

      There must have been at least a hundred people there, a mix of media and fanatics. Television cameras. Cardboard signs. Wigs. Plastic, square-framed glasses. Screams of joy. Even some screams of anguish. Questions from the reporters. Shouted commands from the uniformed cops trying to control the crowd.

      Dale guided Fair toward the doors, kept his hand on the man’s left arm, which was behind his back, handcuffed to the other. People shoved in from all directions. Cameras and microphones smashed into Dale. He heard his pseudonym shouted from all directions. Melbourne! Mr. Melbourne! People in the knock-off square glasses and T-shirts bearing the phrase Where, Oh Where Is Jonathan Fair? pulled at Dale’s arms. The reporters shouted questions at him and Fair.

      Jonathan Fair, why did you do it?

      How many more robberies were planned?

      Mr. Melbourne, how did you apprehend Fair?

      Dale didn’t respond. Neither did Fair.

      It took them two full minutes just to make it through the crowd and into the building.
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        * * *

      

      After processing Jonathan Fair, Dale now found himself alone. He scratched at the beard for a moment before making himself stop. He’d sweated a lot during the chase, and now the stupid thing was itching like crazy again. The adhesive felt almost tingly against his skin.

      He made his way to the third floor, where he would meet up with the rest of the task force. He had eschewed the elevator in favor of the stairs. Dale did so as often as was reasonably possible for a little boost of exercise during his day. It was also helpful at times like this when a moment of solitude was difficult to come by but desperately needed.

      He reached the third-floor landing, paused for just a moment, and pushed through the door.

      The hallway was crowded with cops and other officials, and they burst into applause when they saw him. He heard his temporary name again.

      Good job, Melbourne!

      Well done.

      Melbourne, you son of a bitch!

      At the back of the hallway, clapping loudest, were Beau Lawton and Eliseo Delacruz.

      But Dale didn’t see Yorke.

      He stepped into the crowd. As he had with the mob of people outside the building, Dale felt strangers’ hands all over him again—slapping him on the back, patting his shoulders.

      From behind a couple tall men, Yorke appeared. She stepped toward him and looked up from the floor. Dale stopped.

      “Congratulations,” she said quietly with a half smile.

      In the rush of excitement capturing Jonathan Fair, Dale had failed to yet consider how it would affect Yorke and her quest to upgrade her status from that of a screwup. He tried to come up with something consoling to say, but before he could, two more people pushed through the crowd and approached them—Delacruz and Lawton.

      “We sure do owe you a debt of gratitude,” Delacruz said and cast his eyes at Yorke mid-sentence.

      She looked away.

      “Just doin’ my job,” Dale said, trying to downplay it as much as he could for Yorke’s sake. He turned his attention to Lawton. “I understand that congratulations are in order for you as well. Your raids went well, I hear.”

      “Couldn’t have gone better,” Lawton said with a million-dollar smile. “With the two families going at each other, all we had to do was position ourselves at all the known establishments.”

      “The city appreciates you capturing Jonathan Fair,” Delacruz said to Dale. “But we need more. We’re greedy like that.”

      He handed Dale a folder.

      Dale looked from the folder to Lawton, gave him a mischievous grin. “So you guys trust my ‘silly history research’ now?”

      Lawton laughed. “You’ve proven yourself.”

      Dale opened the folder. Inside were Lee Kimble’s records from Napa State Hospital.

      “We need you to figure out what Jonathan Fair was planning with this guy,” Delacruz said, pointing to the photo of Kimble that sat on the top of the papers within the folder. “Then we need you to catch him.”
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        * * *

      

      Dale and Yorke sat at a table in an interrogation room. They were side-by-side, and opposite them was Jonathan Fair.

      Jonathan Fair...

      It wasn’t quite real to Dale yet. So much had been made of Jonathan Fair’s escape. And now he’d been caught.

      And Dale had been the one to do it.

      Though Dale had a bit of a reputation as an arrogant bastard, it was mostly in good fun—and mostly about his devilish good looks. In regards to things of substance, Dale did his darndest to remain humble. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a bit of pride from being the person who brought in Jonathan Fair—because he also couldn’t help but get caught up a bit in the hubbub. Dale had such a strong personality that he almost never succumbed to the fleeting fancies of popular consciousness. While there were plenty of people claiming to be unique in this “Me Decade” of the 1970s, Dale was truly an individual. And yet he’d still found himself getting swept into the excitement of the Jonathan Fair chase.

      So he would savor his bit of celebrity—hidden as it might be under the moniker of “Tim Melbourne”—for just a moment or two. And he would do it internally.

      He couldn’t let Yorke see it.

      The stress of the Jonathan Fair capture—and the fact that it had been Yorke’s temporary partner and not herself who brought the man in—was written all over her face.

      The room was small with white walls, a flickering panel of fluorescent lights in the ceiling, and a plain cement floor. Fair had his arms crossed on the table. His hands were unrestrained, as Dale had thought it was more than safe to remove the guy’s handcuffs. Jonathan Fair wasn’t a threat.

      More importantly, neither was Felix Lyons.

      “Are we speaking with Felix right now?” Dale said.

      Fair gave him a confused look. “Naturally.”

      Yorke leaned toward him. “May we speak to Jonathan?”

      “Who?”

      “Jonathan. The other man in your head.”

      Fair looked over at Dale and then back to Yorke. “Are you mad, woman?”

      Yorke bristled.

      Dale cut in before Yorke could respond, speaking in a calm, even voice. “Felix, we understand you were working with Lee Kimble. How did you two know each other?”

      “I know no one of that name,” Fair said. His voice was very proper, formal, old-fashioned. “The man who was assisting me went by Jones.”

      “First name?” Yorke said.

      “He claimed it was Tom, but I believe he was being untruthful about that.”

      Dale looked at Yorke. “Tom Jones… Like the singer. What do you think of that?”

      “Coincidence…?”

      “Or mockery. We know Kimble’s been using Fair, so I’m guessing he’s been a jackass to him the whole time. We already saw him shouting at him.” He turned back to Fair. “How did your partnership with Tom Jones work?”

      “I would not label it as a partnership. Not in the slightest.”

      “Why’s that?” Yorke said.

      “Because my mission is to get the truth out, and Jones said he could help. He was never meant to be more than an assistant. At first, he was finding locations with connections to Abe Ruef, but soon it was evident that he was more concerned with this Alfonsi character he kept mentioning. He claimed that the two of them—Ruef and Alfonsi—are connected. And I realized that he was attempting to mutiny my mission. He was trying to take it over for his own means.”

      “And how did you meet Mr. Jones?” Dale said. “How long have you two known each other?”

      Fair looked away, puzzled. “Well, isn’t that curious now. I… I do not know.”
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        * * *

      

      Dale and Yorke stood in the opposite room, looking through the backside of the two-way mirror at Fair, who was alone at the table in the interrogation room.

      “Kimble was using Felix to attack Angelo Alfonsi. But we also know that Felix robbed an Alfonsi bank months before he met Kimble at the mental hospital. Which means somehow Felix was already starting down the path of confusing Alfonsi for Ruef, and Kimble took full advantage of it,” Dale said. “The real question is why is Kimble attacking the Alfonsis? You told me that you and Beau were together during Kimble’s arrest and trial for the Red Riding Hood case. Did Beau ever say anything about Kimble that could shed some light?”

      “Nothing connecting Kimble and the Alfonsis. But he used to tell me that if something bad ever happened to him, to make sure that Kimble hadn’t broken out of the hospital,” she said with a smile. “He said that jokingly, of course, but it seemed eerie to me when Kimble actually did break out.”

      She laughed.

      Dale wasn’t laughing, though. Something felt too prophetic about that sentiment.

      “But Kimble was a child-killer,” Dale said. “What would Beau have to fear?”

      “It weirded him out, having been such good friends with the guy—then finding out he’d been friends with a psycho.”

      “Maybe Beau was more than just ‘weirded out.’ Maybe he was trying to warn you about Kimble.” Dale pointed to the window, toward Fair. “If we’re going to find out what Kimble’s next move is, we need to talk to Jonathan not to Felix.”

      “And how the hell are we gonna do that?”

      Dale knew exactly how they were going to do it.

      “We need to find the one person who can get through to him. We need to bring in the sister.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      There was the clatter of dishes, and Jane awoke with a jolt.

      Where was she?

      The smell of coffee. People surrounded her. Clanging plates and bowls, silverware. Daylight through the window. Traffic beyond.

      She was in a coffee shop. A small, busy place. Blue-collar.

      She remembered. She’d come here after the madness in Chinatown. After seeing her brother. And his not recognizing her. She’d needed something warm to drink. Something to calm her nerves.

      All around her there was a feeling of excitement, much more so than one would normally find in a coffee shop in the late afternoon. And Jane knew why. They were discussing her brother, his capture. The story had spread already. She heard John’s name through dozens of voices interspersed through the sounds of spoons and smoker coughs and laughter.

      Jonathan Fair. Jonathan Fair.

      The waitress walked up to her. She had a funny look on her face. “You all right, ma’am?”

      The waitress must have seen that Jane had nodded off. Humiliating. Jane wondered how many other people in the coffee shop had noticed.

      Jane smiled. “I’m fine. Thanks. Didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      “Happens to the best of us,” the waitress said and walked off.

      Jane wrapped her hands around the coffee mug on the table in front of her and took a sip. It was still piping hot. She hadn’t been asleep long.

      She scanned the shop for a clock. There was one on the wall behind the counter.

      5:03.

      She thought this through. She’d arrived at the shop at about twenty till. She couldn’t have been asleep for more than a few minutes.

      Good.

      There was a small, color TV mounted high on the wall beside the clock. The evening news was playing. A photo of her brother showed on the screen. She couldn’t hear over the noise of the coffee shop, so she snaked her way through the tables and went to the counter. She sat on a stool beside a large man in a red flannel shirt and trucker cap who gave her the eye. She ignored him.

      The image of her brother was replaced by footage of a blonde woman in a polo shirt standing on the steps of the San Francisco Hall of Justice. Text appeared on the bottom of the screen, and it read:

      
        
        LIVE

        DEPUTY U.S. MARSHAL HANNA YORKE

      

      

      “This is a direct plea to Jane Logan,” the woman said.

      Another still image appeared on the screen.

      It was a photo of Jane.

      Younger days. College. Jane still had her natural hair color, reddish-brown.

      “As you’ve surely heard, Miss Logan, your brother has been apprehended. We need you to come in. We understand that you’ve been in seclusion for some time, but you’re the only one who can help us get through to Jonathan.”

      Jane’s image disappeared, replaced by Yorke again.

      “Please come to the San Francisco Hall of Justice. Time is of the essence.”

      Footage of Yorke was replaced by the news desk. Two anchors. A man and a woman. The man spoke.

      “Believe it or not, there is other news besides the Jonathan Fair capture in San Francisco today. This morning, the mayor’s office…”

      He continued with the story as Jane walked back to her table, keeping her eyes forward, wondering if anyone had seen past her new hair color and recognized her from the news report.

      They wanted her to come in. To meet with the police. If she did so, she’d risk exposing herself to her father. He would certainly have men monitoring the activities at the Hall of Justice. It would also be the first time in seven years that she’d be admitting to anyone that she was Jane Fair—that she was anyone other than Jane Logan, a woman who had grown up in California and moved to Kansas to become a school counselor.

      Could she do it?

      One thing was certain—she couldn’t stay in the coffee shop. She threw a couple dollars on the table and rushed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Marco stood with his brother in his father’s office. He was happy and proud to be invited to such an important and exclusive meeting, but his conscience wasn’t letting him enjoy it.

      Papà stood behind his desk, facing large windows that were framed by long, velvet drapes, and he looked out upon the lush estate beyond. His hands were clasped behind his back. He hadn’t spoken for nearly a full minute.

      Marco and Matt exchanged a look.

      Marco’s stomach was in knots. He began to sweat. He knew this was all his fault.

      Because of the plan he’d enacted.

      Finally Papà turned back around. He looked at Matt.

      “How many men were killed?”

      “Five,” Matt said gravely. “All within an hour of each other.”

      Papà slowly took in a breath and released it. “First, Beau Lawton’s raids captured thirty men. And now Big Paul killed five more. Boys, this…” He paused. “This is the greatest test this family has ever faced. To this point, our rivalry with the Fairs has remained as cordial as can be expected. But now… Now Big Paul has turned this into a war. And we have to destroy him. So—”

      Marco couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Papà, this is my fault.”

      Papà’s lips parted. “What?”

      Marco became lightheaded. He didn’t think he could get the words out. He felt like a child, working up the courage to admit a transgression.

      But he forced the words out.

      “Papà… It was me. I hired El Vacío.”

      Beside him, Matt gasped.

      Papà’s face grew pale. For only a moment. Then his green eyes went dark.

      “What?”

      Marco’s mouth shook as he tried to form more words. “I… I thought if I hired him to kill Jonathan Fair it would show you what I’m capable of. To take out the guy everyone’s looking for. Big Paul’s son. I thought… you’d be proud of me.”

      Papà sprang from behind the desk. His arm swung at Marco’s head and cracked his ear. A flash of pain, a loud pop, and then ringing. Loud and total ringing. Marco fell into the chair behind him and landed on the hardwood floor.

      He looked up. Papà’s face was red, screaming. Marco couldn’t hear his words. Only the ringing. Matt was holding Papà back as he thrashed toward Marco.

      Marco got to his knees—his legs shaking badly—then back onto his feet. He took a half step back, kept his arms up, ready to shield himself.

      Papà’s initial rage had slightly subsided, but Matt still kept a restrictive hand on his shoulder.

      Marco’s hearing faded back in. “…and you can’t imagine the damage you’ve brought to this family, this entire goddamn city, you stupid shit!”

      Matt eased Papà back. His father took several deep breaths grabbed his glass of wine from the desk and downed it. He slammed it down, and the stem snapped. The glass rolled off the desk, shattering on the floor.

      Papà took a couple more breaths as he stared at Marco.

      Marco’s ear burned, and he felt defeated. Small. Childish. Embarrassed. Yet he also felt a bit of betrayal. This was supposed to be his moment of redemption, after all. His chance to shine. But he knew that he had to obey his father in this situation. Marco had never seen him this angry. Marco needed to heed every single word his father said.

      “You’ve gotten our family into this predicament, Marco,” Papà said. “And you’re going to get us out of it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane pushed her way past the last of the people and through the doors of the Hall of Justice. The experience was more jarring than she’d thought it would be. So many people. Crazy people with signs, wearing costumes. And reporters. They were still shouting her name—her old name—as the doors closed.

      Jane Fair!

      Miss Fair!

      She took a deep breath as she entered the lobby. A man and a woman approached. The man was dressed in a pair of Levi’s with a light brown, button-up shirt. Very handsome with a beard. The woman was blonde and tall, muscly yet pretty. It was the woman from the newscast, the one who had summoned her here.

      “Thank you for coming,” the man said. He pointed to the crowd, still swarming behind the glass doors. “I hope they were gentler with you than they were with me. Grabbed me all over. I still feel violated. I’m a gentleman, after all. Sheesh.”

      Jane laughed. She liked the guy already. Most people would try to disarm a tense situation by offering a styrofoam cup of cheap coffee or reciting a platitude. But he just came right in with cheesy jokes. He also had a voice that was commanding but reassuring.

      “I’ll survive,” she said with a smile.

      The man extended a hand. “I’m Tim Melbourne with the FBI. This is my associate, Hanna Yorke, U.S. Marshals.”

      After Jane shook their hands, Melbourne continued.

      “We’ll go upstairs now and see your brother. I hope it’s not too shocking for you.”
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        * * *

      

      But it was a shock, seeing John on the other side of the glass. After all those months.

      Jane stood at the backside of a two-way mirror with Melbourne and Yorke and looked at her brother, sitting alone at a table in a stark white interrogation room.

      He stared forward, a blank expression on his face. His skin looked pale, unhealthy. His shaggy hair was dull and frazzled. And his eyes were tired… and disturbed. Even confused. It broke Jane’s heart.

      Yorke spoke. “He’s been speaking only as Felix. We’ve tried to get him to bring out Jonathan, but he claims he doesn’t know that name or any of the other personalities. It’s as though Felix has chosen to block the others out entirely.”

      Jane sighed. “I can believe that. I’ve met Felix before. Only once. Right before John left, cross-country from Kansas, to come back here to California to commit the first crime.

      Melbourne stepped closer to her. “How did it happen?”
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        * * *

      

      Jane washed her hands in the kitchen sink and admired the small river stones in the backsplash. They mirrored the larger stones on the house’s exterior. It was a classy touch. Jane loved attention to detail. And she loved everything about her little cottage-style house in Topeka. It was her place over the rainbow. Her escape. She’d finally gotten herself and John somewhere safe and secure.

      She called out to him as she dried her hands. “Find any more intriguing info?”

      There was no reply.

      She finished drying her hands and walked out to the dining room table where she’d left John going over his stacks of research material as he continued to delve deeper into his conspiracy theory about a cover-up to the 1906 San Francisco earthquake.

      And when she saw him, she nearly jumped back.

      It was something about his expression. Something different in his eyes. It wasn’t sinister … just different. Very different from her brother. And when he spoke to her, Jane’s suspicion was confirmed.

      It was a brand-new personality.

      John tilted his head, squinted his eyes, confused.

      “I apologize, madame. Do you work at this establishment?”

      The voice was very old-fashioned sounding. And affected, kind of over-the-top, almost cheesy.

      For a moment, Jane didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure how to respond. There hadn’t been a new alter since John first split. She didn’t know how to handle it. And she certainly didn’t understand what he meant by asking her if she worked at an establishment.

      So she just said, “Yes … Yes, I do.”

      “I see. Then I must ask you to leave.”

      “Why?” Jane said as she slowly, cautiously walked closer to him.

      John suddenly bolted out of his seat, making Jane jump. He leaned over the table, spreading his arms out.

      “Because I cannot have you seeing these materials. Not until I am prepared to release them to the public. I do hope you understand.”

      Jane thought for a moment, wondered how to proceed.

      “What’s your name?” she said.

      “Felix Lyons,” he said in an exasperated tone. “Now, I must ask you to leave. I have an agreement with the owner to use these facilities exclusively. “

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Jane said. “I live here.”

      John laughed heartily. “You live in a restaurant? You are a humorous individual, madame.”

      Jane stepped a bit closer to him.

      “I mean you no harm, Mr. Lyons. Why don’t we—”

      John leaned farther over his materials and slammed his hand down on the table with a loud crack.

      Again, Jane jumped. She stopped in her tracks.

      “Dammit, woman! I have been cordial with you to this point. This is your final request to leave. Pray I do not lose my patience.”

      John’s face had gone red, and there was a bit of sweat on his brow. He was simmering, nearing a boil.

      John was a sweet man, and Jane had never seen him nor any of his other personalities this angry. She’d been caring for John and his condition her entire mature life, since shortly after the two of them reached puberty. And she’d never felt frightened of John or the alters.

      Until now.

      John’s eyes bored into her with fire. His hands were on the table, a slight bend in his elbows, and his whole frame quivered. She started to slowly back away from him.

      But then the rage in his eyes disappeared.

      Vanished.

      He quickly sat back down at the table. His face went blank, his features softening dramatically. He blinked, and now his eyes were big—open and curious—innocent. He spoke.

      “Janey?” His voice was small, squeaky. Like a tiny child. Because that’s what he was.

      He’d switched to Andy.

      “I think I lost some time again,” he said. He paused for a moment, looked around the room. Then he rubbed a fist into his eye and yawned.

      Jane’s body was shaky from her experience with Felix Lyons. She leaned against the counter behind her, gathered her resolve.

      John stood up, walked over to her. Even though she knew he was Andy now, her instinct made her jump back.

      “I’m sooooo hungry. Can I have some candy?”

      Jane took a deep breath and walked to the towel she’d just used to dry her hands. She wiped her face with it.

      “Not right now,” she said.

      John stepped up to her. “Pleeeeease! I really want candy.”

      He bounced on the balls of his feet.

      “I said, not right now.”

      Jane liked to think she had a good deal of patience, but if she was being honest with herself, she knew that sometimes Andy’s baby-talk annoyed her. She understood that her brother couldn’t help it—she’d lived with his condition for years, studied it at school and on her own—but at times the Andy voice seemed absurd to her, making her wish he would just knock it off.

      And right now her heart was still racing from this new alter she’d met.

      Felix Lyons certainly wasn’t evil. No person that came out of John’s personality could be evil. If anything, Felix seemed passionate, and evidently his passion was this historical conspiracy John had been researching the last few years. But Felix was more forceful than John. Much more forceful. Maybe that’s why John’s mind had created him—a more forceful personality to pursue this quest of historical correction, something that John’s meeker personality couldn’t do.

      And Jane knew that while passionate people weren’t often evil, they could certainly be dangerous. Jane didn’t know what to do about this new personality, Felix.

      She took a couple more quick, deep breaths, trying to slow her heart.

      John continued to bounce on his feet. He stomped his right foot.

      “I want candy. Please, please, please!”

      “No, Andy!”

      She just wished it would stop. That kid voice. She needed a break. Ten minutes. Just ten minutes to calm down, to gather her thoughts about Felix. Should she take time off work? Schedule some more appointments back in Lawrence?

      She needed to talk to John.

      “You’re so mean. I’m hungry. I want candy!”

      Jane grabbed his shoulders.

      “You know what I want? I want my brother. I want John.”

      He brushed at her hands.

      “Stop it.”

      She squeezed tighter.

      “I want to see John.”

      His eyes went left to right. Frightened. His mouth opened.

      She grabbed even tighter. “I want to talk to my brother. Where is he?”

      He pushed at her hands, squirmed away from her. Tears formed in his eyes. “Leave me alone!”

      She shook him hard. “Have you seen John? Huh? Have you, Andy?”

      She was shaking him so violently now that his head swung about.

      He swiped her hands away. “Stop it!”

      He ran off. To the living room. Dropped onto the couch and pulled his legs in. The fetal position. He sobbed.

      And Jane realized what she’d done.

      Oh my god…

      She ran to the couch, dropped to her knees beside him. He shuttled away from her.

      “Leave me alone! Leave me alone!”

      More sobbing. Louder. His face was between his knees. He held his arms protectively over his head.

      Jane felt sick.

      What had she done?

      She sat on the couch beside him, reached out to him. He moved farther away.

      “Andy, I’m so sorry. Janey didn’t mean it.”

      “Leave me alone…” he said pitifully between sobs.

      She reached out again, touched his shoulder.

      “You know Janey would never do anything to hurt you, right?”

      He shrugged. But his crying lessened somewhat.

      She drew closer, put an arm around him.

      “She wouldn’t,” she said and pulled him in. “Janey loves you. And John. And Rebecca and Walter.”

      He let his head go to her shoulder.

      She kissed the top of his shaggy hair.

      He sniffled and put an arm around her, nuzzled his head against her neck. His warm tears dribbled onto her chest.

      She rested her cheek on his head. “Shh. Shhhhhh…”

      She rocked him gently and started singing.

      “Hush little Andy don’t you cry. ’Cause Janey’s gonna sing you a lullaby…”
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        * * *

      

      Jane wiped a tear away. She was embarrassed that she’d cried in front of Melbourne and Yorke.

      “And that was the last time I’d seen John until today,” she said. “When I woke up the next morning, I found a note, signed by John. It said that he and Felix were on a mission and that Felix needed John to drive him to California. That he’d come back to Kansas after the mission was completed. John stole my car. He’s never even had a driver’s license. They arrested him five days later for the first robbery.”

      “And you’ve been on the run ever since?” Yorke said.

      Jane nodded. “I came back to California, and I’ve been laying low. So my father doesn’t find me. Under-the-table jobs. Apartment I pay for in cash.”

      She looked at her brother again through the glass. She’d done it all for him. She’d do anything for her twin.

      Melbourne crossed his arms. “Let’s hope somehow all that you’ve done for him will help to bring Jonathan back out.”
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        * * *

      

      Jane sat on one side of the table with Melbourne and Yorke. And across from her was John.

      Only a couple feet away.

      It had been so long since she’d been this close to him. And yet it wasn’t him. It was Felix. It was surprising to Jane how easily she recognized John’s alters based solely on the way he held his face. She’d only met Felix once, but she recognized him immediately. His body language was more precise than John’s. He was more poised than the other alters. And there was a strong sense of purpose in his eyes.

      Jane looked at Melbourne.

      He nodded. “Go ahead.”

      Jane turned to her brother. “Felix, do you recognize me?”

      John shook his head. “I am afraid I do not.”

      “I’d like to speak to John.”

      He gave her a puzzled look.

      “Jonathan,” she said.

      Still he didn’t respond. His eyes turned to Melbourne and Yorke. “Who is this ‘Jonathan’ you are all seeking?”

      “Look at me, Felix,” Jane said. “Really look at me. Are you sure you don’t recognize me?”

      At first, John was exasperated. But then he squinted, confused. He studied her.

      “You know,” he said. “Somehow I believe I do recognize you. But I fail to recall how.”

      Jane’s spirits lifted for the first time in a long time. Just the smallest glimmer of hope.

      She reached into her packet and took out a photo—the image of her and John from college. The one she kept on her desk. She’d taken it out of the frame. The two of them together, her arms around his shoulders, both smiling.

      She handed him the photo. He studied it, his eyes still squinting.

      Then John’s hands flew to his head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Paulie stood in the living room of his estate, preparing to leave. Huge, floor-to-ceiling windows flooded the room’s angular, modern decor with the pinkish light of dusk as the sun began to disappear. He and Danny’s figures cast long shadows onto the furniture.

      Paulie threw on his jacket.

      “And you’re sure they saw both of them?” he said to his son.

      “Absolutely,” Danny said. “First, John was taken in, and now Janey walked in of her own free will. They said her hair’s black now.”

      Danny scoffed.

      Paulie buttoned the jacket.

      “Let’s roll.”
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        * * *

      

      Paulie stepped outside to the wraparound, cobblestone driveway with a group of men behind him, including Danny. There were several cars parked along the drive, and he, Danny, and his driver went to the Rolls-Royce.

      There was a flash of light, something at the gate at the end of his drive. His men had seen it too. Urgent voices.

      It was a small caravan of vehicles, luxury machines like those lining Paulie’s drive. Several men, all wearing suits, stepped out of the cars and approached his gate.

      The silver-haired man leading the group was Angelo Alfonsi.

      Paulie hesitated, and his instinct pulled him toward the small gun strapped to his ankle. But he restrained.

      There were noises from his boys, metallic sounds as they grabbed their guns. But Paulie waived them off, giving them a look that told them to keep their weapons at bay.

      He did so because Angelo had his hands in the air as he approached the gate. The hands of all his men were also visible and free of guns. Walking beside Angelo, on either side of him, were his sons, Mateo and Marco. This was an unorthodox move for sure, but whatever Angelo had in mind, it was nonviolent.

      At least for the moment.

      Paulie and his men slowly walked down the drive. Angelo waited on the other side of the gate, his hands remaining in the air, as they approached.

      As Paulie drew closer to his visitors, he saw a neutral expression in Angelo’s green eyes. He stopped a couple feet from the gate.

      They were face-to-face for the first time in at least five years or so. And only the third time ever.

      “There has been too much bloodshed,” Angelo said. “And I want you to know that it is not of my doing, but it is my fault. For not reeling in my boy.”

      He motioned toward Marco, who shifted uncomfortably and looked away from Paulie.

      “He’s the one,” Angelo continued. “He hired El Vacío to track down your son.”

      Paulie could have pulled his gun from his ankle holster and shot Marco dead right in front of his father.

      But he restrained.

      Marco continued to look away.

      “And you came here to turn him over to us, I hope,” Paulie said in jest, controlling the rage that coursed through him.

      “You know I can’t do that, Paulie. What I’m offering is our help in returning your son to you. Whatever assistance you need, we’re at your disposal. It can’t change what my son has done, but it can put an end to the violence.”

      Angelo looked at Paulie for a moment before continuing.

      “From one father to another,” Angelo said, “I want you to know that my intentions here are noble.”

      Paulie turned to Danny, standing beside him, then looked to his other men and back to Angelo.

      “I accept your offer,” Paulie said. “And you can start making things right immediately. Come with us to the Hall of Justice. We’re paying a little visit to the DA’s office.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Felix was in the darkness. A void.

      For a moment, he was frightened. But only for a moment. Because although it was a strange place—surreal and empty—there was something familiar about it.

      He heard a voice.

      “Hello, Felix.”

      It was the same voice he’d been hearing lately. The voice that had tormented him so. His mania.

      A figure materialized. A man. Felix’s height. Shaggy hair. He wore bizarre, square-framed spectacles.

      And somehow Felix knew the man’s name. He said it.

      “Jonathan?”

      The other man nodded.

      “What is happening?” Felix said. “I do not understand.”

      “It’s time for me to return,” Jonathan said.

      Felix was completely perplexed, but an overwhelming desire overcame his confusion.

      He couldn’t fail his goals.

      “No!” Felix said. “My mission…”

      Jonathan put his hand on Felix’s shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, Felix. I won’t let history forget the people who died. I’ll figure out a way to get the truth out about the quake. A better way. A peaceful way.”

      “But—”

      “You have to trust me,” Jonathan said with a pure, meaningful look in his eyes.

      And for some reason, Felix did trust him.

      Felix fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Jonathan Fair blinked his eyes. His chin was resting on his chest, and as he looked up, he saw his sister and two strangers sitting across the table from him.

      His sister.

      He hadn’t seen her in what felt like forever, not since Felix had convinced him to drive him to California on his quest.

      “Jane!”

      Her eyes filled with tears, and she reached out across the table. He took her hands.

      The room around them was small, dingy, and with the large mirror on the wall to his left, he recognized it as an interrogation room.

      A bearded man and a blonde woman sat on either side of Jane. Official-looking people. Cops.

      “Jane,” he said. “I think I’ve lost time again.”

      “You have, John,” she said. A tear fell down her cheek.

      “Something happened, didn’t it?” he said, looking at the other two. “Something with Felix.”

      The man spoke. “Jonathan, my name is Tim Melbourne, and this is Hanna Yorke. Your alter, Felix Lyons, has broken out of Napa State Hospital and committed multiple robberies across San Francisco the last several days. Do you have any recollection of these activities?”

      John looked away and thought hard. Everything was so unclear. Foggy.

      “I was researching the 1906 earthquake cover-up. In Topeka. And…”

      He stopped and thought for a moment.

      “And a new alter came out. Felix. He said he was strong enough to complete the mission, to get the message out about the truth I’d discovered about the quake. He needed my help. Coordination. And a ride to California.”

      More thinking.

      “He robbed a bank he said belongs to Abe Ruef. I tried to convince him not to, but he overpowered me. Took over completely from me and the alters. I didn’t know Felix would do something so radical. I thought he was going to make speeches or something. The police captured him. We went to… to Napa State Hospital. ‘Innocent by reason of insanity.’ I pushed Felix away at this point and took total control.”

      Melbourne held up a black-and-white photo. “Did you meet this man at the hospital?”

      “Yes,” John said, nodding as more recollection flooded him. “Lee Kimble. He was a… prosecutor.”

      More memories came back to John. Long talks with Kimble at the cafeteria and in the common space.

      “Lee took an interest in my earthquake findings. Someone with a shared interest in history. He believed my theory.”

      “And was this when Felix returned?” Yorke said.

      John thought about this.

      “Yes, as a matter fact it was. Kimble started asking me about multiple personality disorder. He was very curious. Everyone always is. And he asked about the personality who had landed me in the hospital. He ... he wanted to meet Felix. And then...”

      He stopped. Because now he had to think hard. The memories were getting foggier.

      “Then the two of them began having conversations. Felix and Kimble. Felix grew stronger and kept the rest of us away when the two of them would talk.”

      “Were you ever able to hear what they were talking about?” Melbourne said.

      “Just once. I was pulled through for a moment. Just a few seconds. What Felix was saying sounded familiar to me. He was talking about something that couldn’t be felled. Not ‘filled.’ ‘Felled.’ Like, knocked over. He said people kept trying to bring it down, but they couldn’t. Even nature couldn’t bring it down. And then Kimble said something like, ‘Then that will be our safe house. Isolated. Far from the city.’ Then I faded out again.”

      Melbourne and Yorke looked at each other.

      “You shared your theory with Kimble,” Yorke said. “What did he share with you?”

      “He told me he didn’t commit the crime he was sentenced for.”

      “Everyone’s innocent in jail,” Melbourne said with a grin. “Or a state hospital, in this case.”

      John shook his head. “Kimble didn’t just say that he was innocent. He said he was set up. That he was framed. By Beau Lawton.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      El Vacío wore a shaggy Beatles wig, a pair of cheap plastic glasses with square frames and no lenses, and a tie-dyed T-shirt with big white letters that read, Where, Oh Where Is Jonathan Fair?

      It was almost completely dark, the sky still faintly pink. The air was already a bit cool. He stood among the teeming mass of people on the steps of the San Francisco Hall of Justice.

      If he’d thought the mob mentality was disturbing back in the Financial District when he’d witnessed Jonathan Fair’s arrest, here it was positively revolting. A circus atmosphere. Vendors selling the souvenir shirts and glasses. People with deranged, perpetual smiles and nothing better to do with their time than latching onto this phenomenon, which evidentially gave them some sense of worth. Scum-sucking reporters staring at the building, idly discussing angles with their cameramen as they awaited the latest activity.

      El Vacío had his own reasons for monitoring the building. Of course, he knew that the cop had already brought Jonathan Fair in. But not long ago, Fair’s sister, Jane, had also entered the building. When the deputy marshal had made her announcement to the press, she’d ask that Jane come in to help them break through to Jonathan. This meant that they likely had Jane and her brother in the same room.

      Which would complicate things further for El Vacío...

      If he chose to raid the building.

      Suddenly there was a bustle of activity in the crowd. All of the reporters rushed toward Bryant Street, their cameramen in tow, turning on their cameras’ lights.

      A fleet of luxury vehicles slowly pulled up, parking among the cars and news vans. A rear door on a Rolls-Royce opened. And out walked the massive Big Paul, head of the Fair family. He stood for a moment, buttoning his jacket and looking at the Hall as the reporters approached him. Then he glanced to his left, where someone else was exiting a limousine. It was Angelo Alfonsi, San Francisco’s other mob boss, Big Paul’s rival.

      The two men gave each other a nod. And then they both headed toward the Hall, meeting up and walking together as the reporters converged upon them.

      The crowd shifted toward the men as they worked their way toward the building, hounded by the media. El Vacío moved with the crowd.

      Almost nothing surprised El Vacío in his line of work, but a collaboration between the Fairs and Alfonsis was extremely unexpected.

      And it might very well change his plans entirely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale bolted up in his chair. He glanced at Yorke. She shifted uncomfortably.

      “I’m sorry,” Dale said to Fair, “but did you just say that Kimble told you he was set up by Beau Lawton?”

      Fair nodded. “Before he and Felix started talking, Kimble began opening up to me. He told me about his problems with Lawton. They’d been best friends when they were both climbing the ranks in the DA’s Office. Lawton felt threatened by Lee. And when their office was working the Red Riding Hood case, Lee was arrested after they found the red sweatshirts and girls’ underwear in his apartment. He told me Lawton had access to the apartment. Lee had given him a key, a place to stumble back to on the weekends. Lawton also had access to the crime scenes. Lee said Lawton was the only one with access to both the evidence and his apartment.”

      “Why would Lawton do it?” Dale said.

      “To eliminate the competition. Lee said Lawton’s dream was to become DA.”

      Dale faced Yorke. “You did say that Beau was power-hungry.”

      Her face was long, eyes confused. She slowly shook her head.

      “But he would never frame someone. Remember, Lee Kimble said all this at a mental hospital where he’d been declared insane.”

      Fair interjected. “But Lee said pursuing the insanity plea was his only hope to avoid prison. He knew that the evidence was overwhelming. And he said that he would get his revenge on Lawton.”

      “Revenge…” Dale said. “Kimble blames Lawton for being arrested as the Red Riding Hood, so he uses someone he met at the mental hospital, takes advantage of the man’s condition and passion. He breaks the two of them out along with several other guys, prominent guys, people whose escape would lead to a confusing mass manhunt. He convinces the Felix personality that he can help him with his mission, that he can lead him to Abe Ruef’s establishments. As long as Felix agrees to put John to sleep. But in reality, Kimble was attacking the Alfonsis by way of a member of the Fair family, creating a mob war between the two criminal families through which District Attorney Beau Lawton built his career.”

      Yorke shifted in her chair again. Clearly she was uncomfortable with Dale’s theory, but she was starting to believe it.

      She finished for him. “Thinking he was going to destroy both the man’s credibility and his career. When, in fact, Beau was able to use the mob war Kimble created to his advantage, stopping the attacks before they happened and making a string of highly-publicized arrests. And then you brought in Jonathan Fair.”

      “We brought in Jonathan Fair,” Dale said.

      Yorke strummed her fingers on the table. “Kimble’s revenge scheme was ruined. What does he do now?”

      “He finds a new way to get his revenge.” Dale thought about this for a moment. His eyes lit up. “Yorke, where is Beau right now?”

      The question rattled Yorke. Her lips parted. “I think he—”

      There was a sudden commotion from the hallway.

      Yorke went to the door and opened it. She stood for a moment.

      “Something’s happening. Everyone’s watching the news.”

      She closed the door and walked back in. She got on her tip toes to turn on the television set mounted in the corner of the room toward the ceiling. She flipped the channel dial. A live news program appeared.

      A female reporter with a microphone was on the steps of the Hall of Justice, the very building Dale was in, wrangling for position with the crowd as she followed two suited men heading for the doors. One of the men was gigantic, maybe 300 pounds. The other was of average build with an immaculate suit, slicked back hair, and a small mustache.

      “Oh my god!” Jane said. “My father! He’s come for us!”

      She reached across the table for Jonathan.

      “Mr. Fair,” the reporter said to the large man. “Why have you suddenly shown up here at the Hall of Justice?”

      “To meet with the district attorney. I understand he has two of my children,” he said, not looking at the woman.

      “And why have you brought Angelo Alfonsi with you? Are your two families not at war?”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear. Solidarity. We’re here to set the record straight.”

      The two men made it through the doors. The crowd continued to shout questions at them.

      The reporter turned back to the camera. “An amazing turn of events here at 850 Bryant. Only time will tell what—”

      Yorke killed the TV. She turned to Dale, a grim expression on her face.

      Jane bolted out of her chair.

      “I knew it! I knew I shouldn’t have come here! I knew he’d come for us.” She looked at her brother. “Come on, John. I’m getting us out of here.”

      Dale grabbed her wrist, guided her back down into her chair. “You know I can’t let you do that. Your brother’s been arrested.”

      “But he’s come for us!”

      She had reached full hysteria. She was nearly hyperventilating.

      “Jane, listen to me, please. There is no safer place in the city for you than this building.”

      It was right then that the lights went out.
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      It was dark. Nearly pitch black. Just a tiny bit of light creeping in through the cracks of the door.

      Next to him, Dale could hear Jane’s panicked breathing. He could just see in the darkness as she reached across the table for her brother again.

      And then there were shouts from the hallway. Commotion. Fearful screams.

      And a gunshot.

      Jane shrieked.

      Dale tried to find Yorke. He could just make out her form.

      “There hasn’t been an alarm,” he called out to her. “How the hell could someone get a weapon past security?”

      “It’d have to be someone really familiar with the building,” Yorke said in a prompting tone.

      Dale took her meaning.

      “Like a former assistant district attorney,” he said.

      Lee Kimble.

      Jane was breathing harder now.

      “Or criminals who know the building inside out!” she screamed. “Like my father’s men.”

      Dale drew his gun. He saw Yorke move through the darkness and lock the door.

      “Everyone up,” Dale said.

      The others stood, and Dale tipped the metal table onto its side. It hit the floor with a loud clang.

      “Behind the table,” he said.

      Dale and Yorke positioned themselves on either end of the upturned table, guns aimed around the edge and with John and Jane protectively between them.

      More screams and chaos from outside. Another gunshot.

      The door handle rattled.

      Jane wailed.

      The handle rattled again, harder. Violently.

      Jane moved frantically next to Dale. He could feel her wrapping her arms around her brother.

      A voice screamed from behind the door. A man.

      “Open it!”

      Sounds of keys jingling.

      A pause.

      And the door opened.

      Squeaking hinges.

      A small, bright light. It darted over the room, bouncing, streaking. Searching. A flashlight.

      Two figures. Barely illuminated.

      In the scant light, Dale could see a gun.

      The voice called out again.

      “I’ve come for Jonathan Fair!”

      Beside Dale, Jane’s body closed in tighter around her brother, pulled him down.

      “Drop your weapon!” Dale said.

      One of the figures raised the gun at the other figure’s head.

      The second man was a hostage.

      “I’ll kill him! Where’s Fair?”

      Yorke yelled out. “Drop it now!”

      The lights came back on.

      Dale squinted.

      A fraction of a second. That’s all it took him to register.

      Two men. Lee Kimble with a gun aimed at the other man, his hostage...

      Beau Lawton.

      Lawton’s eyes fell on Dale’s for a moment. Fear. Panic. Not an ounce of the grit and determination Dale had grown accustomed to.

      Kimble bolted to the right side of the table. Toward Yorke.

      A crackling noise from the ceiling.

      The lights went out.

      Darkness again.

      Confusion. A hand grabbed at Dale. He swung blindly. Hitting nothing but air. The hand wrapped around Dale’s arm, twisting, and his gun fell to the floor.

      The lights fluttered on.

      Kimble was over him. His eyes pierced down, glaring into Dale. A deranged look. Kimble had one arm—the one holding his gun—wrapped around Lawton’s neck, and with his free hand he reached toward Fair, forcing Dale away with his knee.

      Jane pushed between them, tried to get Kimble away.

      A gunshot.

      Squeaking. Shoes on cement. Dale glanced. Yorke. Stumbling backwards. Squeezing her arm. A grimace on her face. Blood flowing between her fingers.

      The lights went out.

      Blind again.

      More struggling. Dale landed a good punch to who he thought—hoped—was Kimble.

      Then something cold and hard struck across his head. Metal. A gun.

      And Dale was out.
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      Dale woke up, and there was a beautiful woman looking down upon him. For a moment, he was happy and peaceful.

      Only for a moment. Until he heard an alarm in the distance and realized where he was and the situation he was in, the reason why the beautiful woman was there.

      “You’re awake,” Jane said, gently touching the throbbing area on the side of his noggin.

      The Hall of Justice. The attack. The blow to the head. Yorke getting shot.

      Dale bolted up. “Yorke!”

      “Careful,” Jane said.

      Dale spotted Yorke, at the front of the room, speaking rapidly, urgently into a phone, blood down the side of her body.

      The side of Dale’s head exploded with a dull, throbbing pain. He assessed the situation.

      Just him, Jane, and Yorke.

      No Jonathan Fair.

      And no Kimble or Lawton.

      An alarm blared in the hallway. People shouting.

      Yorke hung up. She stepped closer, dragging with her one of the chairs that had been thrown to the far wall. Her right sleeve was soaked in blood, and the injured arm hung at her side. She grimaced as she sat.

      “They’re gone,” she said. “No one saw how they got out.”

      Dale looked at her arm. He couldn’t tell exactly where the wound was, but there was a massive amount of blood. And her face was pale.

      Dale scooted over to her and took out his pocketknife, placed a hand on her leg.

      “Don’t worry, Yorke,” he said and gave her a wink. “I’m not getting fresh with you.”

      He pinched a fold into the fabric of her khakis then pierced it with his knife. He yanked, tearing the lower half of the pant leg off. Her calf was exposed. Smooth and shapely. Dale admired it for only half a moment before he slid the loop of clothing over her boot then grabbed it from the top and tore down, making a big, wide strip of cloth. He folded it over, slid it under her arm, and tied it tight around the wound.

      “Did you call an ambulance?” he said.

      “They already have one coming,” Yorke said. “But it just grazed me. I need to help you find them.”

      “No, you need medical attention.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Yorke, you—”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “Yorke…”

      “I’m fine, Conley.”

      “Hanna!” Dale said. It was the first time he’d used her first name. “You. Were. Shot.”

      Yorke didn’t answer. She exhaled slowly. Finally, she said, “You know that’s why Beau personally picked me for this assignment.”

      “What do you mean?” Dale said.

      “Doesn’t it seem odd to you that when there was an escape so significant it came to be called the ‘Second Alcatraz,’ the DA personally chose a deputy marshal who hasn’t had a fugitive case in a year, whose last case was a disaster resulting in the deaths of innocent people?”

      Dale shook his head. “It seems to me like a guy trying to give his ex-girlfriend an opportunity to prove herself again on the biggest stage possible.”

      “No, Conley. No. Let’s assume Beau really did frame Lee Kimble. Then of all the Second Alcatraz escapees, Kimble is the one Beau would want brought in with the least amount of fanfare—the guy who he framed as a child-killer. The longer Beau could keep the media circus surrounding Jonathan Fair going, the more he could keep attention off the other escapees, including Kimble. So he brought on the screwup to hunt for Fair, the person he assumed would fumble about foolishly and not be able to bring him in.”

      Dale thought over her idea. And he reluctantly agreed with her. But he couldn’t tell her that.

      So he didn’t reply.

      Yorke looked at the floor. Her face was long, defeated. And growing paler from the blood loss.

      Voices from the doorway. The medical crew had arrived.

      Dale put a hand on Yorke’s shoulder. “Go with them. Please. I’ll handle this.”

      She gave him a long, resigned look and stood up. The medical crew led her out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      The Hall of Justice was almost entirely evacuated by the time Dale and Jane exited a fire door on the side of the building. Outside, it was dark. The early evening air was cool—and filled with the sounds of pandemonium.

      Swarms of people moved in all directions. Alarms sounded. There was a fire truck parked on Bryant, and the horn of another blared from about a block away as it approached. People everywhere. Cops. Lawyers. Civilians. Gawkers. And there was a sense of absolute confusion and panic. It was a real-life lesson in sociology—the breakdown of society when order and leadership have been severed.

      Dale looked toward the front corner and spotted some of the media.

      “Shit,” he said. “Come on.”

      He led Jane away to an alley that ran between two of the buildings in the Hall’s complex. There was a trash can to the left. Dale went toward it, and as he did, he brought both hands to his beard.

      And he yanked the damn thing off.

      He’d been wanting to do that so badly.

      He tossed the beard into the trash can then scratched his face like a madman. The relief was absolutely divine. He rubbed and massaged and twisted his cheeks, stretched his lips.

      Jane was staring at him.

      He stopped.

      “Sorry, the media recognize me as having the beard. And we need a couple minutes alone to figure this out.”

      She looked to the trash can and back to him, puzzled.

      “It’s a long story,” he said.

      “You’re even cuter without it,” she said.

      A compliment from a pretty girl. No matter how many Dale got, it always gave him a thrill—and a boost to his more-than-ample ego.

      “If we’re gonna figure out where Kimble took your brother and Lawton, we need to be methodical,” Dale said. “First of all, where would...”

      He trailed off. He’d noticed something in Jane’s face.

      She was shellshocked.

      The initial need to tend to Dale’s injury followed by their rush to exit the building had kept her mind focused. But now she was drifting away. Rapidly. Dale knew that he would need to be patient with her. She’d just been in a gunfight. Without a gun. And lost her brother for a second time, after only briefly being reunited.

      “Jane, I know this has been traumatic, but I need you to focus with me. For just a minute. So we can find Jonathan. Your brother said that Kimble and Felix had discussed a safe house, somewhere far from the city that they would use if things went south. And I have an idea where it might be.”

      Jane perked up. She stepped closer.

      Dale continued. “It was the picture you showed Felix that brought Jonathan back out. The memory of you—a personal anachronism. And I’m thinking it was something anachronistic like this that pulled Jonathan out for a moment and let him hear Kimble’s conversation about the safe house. Jonathan said that when he woke up for that moment, Felix and Kimble were talking about something that couldn’t be felled. Something that couldn’t be brought down by nature or Man. There’s a historically significant tree—one that couldn’t be felled—not terribly far from here, in the redwoods. Somewhere off the Avenue of the Giants. But I can’t recall the name. Something like—”

      “It’s called the Immortal Tree,” Jane said. She held a shaky hand to her mouth. “My family owns a cabin near Redcrest, off the Avenue of the Giants. We went there on vacations away from the city. John and I used to hike to the Immortal Tree.”

      Dale ran his thumb over his chin as the pieces fell together in his mind. “And the Immortal Tree is famous for not being brought down. Not by nature—flooding in the ’60s, a direct lightning strike—or by loggers who tried to bring it down in 1908. That’s two years after Felix’s reality of 1906. Felix somehow resurfaced one of Jonathan’s memories, and the anachronism brought Jonathan forward for a moment. Lawton told Fair they’d go there if they needed to escape. Their safe house is your family’s cabin.”

      Dale watched a group of cops sprint by on the sidewalk beyond. Everyone was preoccupied with the attack on the heart of the city’s law enforcement and legal system. Law and order was in disarray. There was no time to coordinate any assistance. Dale and Jane were going to have to do this on their own.

      He turned back to her. “We need to take a road trip.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stop!” Paulie shouted to the driver.

      The Rolls-Royce came to an abrupt halt.

      “What is it, Pop?” Danny said from the seat beside him.

      Paulie waived his hand, quieting him, keeping his attention on what he’d seen in a gap between the buildings.

      Janey.

      He hadn’t seen her in person since she was eighteen, and, until today, he hadn’t even seen a photo of her since she graduated college. As he looked at her now, she was ... a woman. An actual, adult woman. And beautiful. She looked like her mother.

      She and a man dashed toward an orange De Tomaso Pantera, which sat farther away, double-parked behind the main building. The man was in civilian clothes—jeans, a brown shirt, motorcycle boots—but he was most likely a cop. The two of them got into the Pantera, the engine roared to life, and the car bolted off.

      “Follow the Pantera,” he said to the driver.

      The Rolls-Royce moved again.

      Paulie turned around and looked through the rear window. His other cars were following after him.

      And so were the Alfonsis.
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      Arancia howled as Dale and Jane rocketed north up 101, siren blaring, flashing light pulsing into the night. They were well beyond the city now, trees on either side of the highway. The moon was bright, giving everything a majestic glow.

      “You’re sure you’ll remember how to get to the cabin?” Dale said.

      “You kidding?” Jane said. “Seared into my memory. I could get there blindfolded.”

      She leaned over again from the passenger seat, gave the speedometer another inspection. She sure was fretful. It was understandable if her nerves were shot after everything that had just happened back in San Francisco, but Dale got the sense that she was always the anxious type, which made sense given the protective, mother-like position she’d adopted toward her brother.

      She cautiously settled back into her seat.

      Dale checked the speed. 90 miles per hour. Fast but not insane—because even though they were in a hurry, they had to get to Redcrest in one piece.

      He gave her a smile and said, “Don’t worry. I got this.”

      “But you look so relaxed.”

      He supposed she was right. Aside from having two hands on the wheel, he probably appeared completely at ease to Jane. Which, really, he was. He’d covered a lot of miles in Arancia while driving at breakneck speeds. He almost found it a bit soothing.

      He glanced over at her. From the photos he’d seen, he knew that her hair was naturally a reddish-brown color like her brother’s, but the darker color she’d dyed it looked amazing on her. She was classically beautiful, and even though she clearly wasn’t at the pinnacle of health—having lived a ramshackle existence for the better part of a year—there was something about the resilience in her eyes that made her even more attractive. But there were other aspects of her visage that had clearly developed long before these last several months—from years of protecting her brother, living on the run, hiding from her father. Her crow’s-feet were a bit more pronounced than your average twenty-nine-year-old, and there were slight rings beneath her eyes. Pain etched into her face—way, way beyond her years.

      Dale pulled Arancia to the left, zoomed around a pair of cars that had pulled over for the flashing lights. More trees zipped by on either side, glowing ghostly blue in the moonlight, and Dale was disappointed to see that they, too, were normal-sized. Redcrest was about 250 miles from where they’d started back at the Hall, and they’d been driving for a while now—but Dale had yet to see one of the famous mammoth trees.

      Then, as he pulled around a curve, something massive showed itself in the glimmering light, for just a moment, before it zipped by.

      A gigantic tree trunk.

      Dale felt a big, childlike grin form on his face.

      Jane looked over and gave him a smile. “First time seeing one of the giants?”

      “Sure is,” Dale said. “I’ve always wanted to. There’s a quote from John Steinbeck. ‘The redwoods, once seen—”

      Jane cut in, finished for him. “‘The redwoods, once seen, leave a mark or create a vision that stays with you always.’ One of my favorite quotes.” She looked out the window. “I haven’t seen them myself in years.”

      “Must be tough to have spent so long away from your homeland. How have you done all this—kept you and your brother hidden from your father for so long?”

      Jane hesitated. “I’ve never really told anyone about it.”

      “It’s okay, ma’am,” Dale said in a cheeseball voice. “I’m a cop.”

      Jane laughed. But then hesitated again.

      Dale glanced at her. “Look, I was just curious. You don’t have to—”

      “John and I were never going to be what my father wanted,” she said. “We were both curious and creative and service-minded. And we had issues. For me it was sleep problems along with depression, anxiety. Serotonin-related things. But John was worse. There was … an incident. One of my father’s men showed himself to John. When he was ten. Didn’t touch him, thank God, but John never recovered. His personality split.”

      “How do you mean?” Dale said.

      “That’s what happens with multiple personality disorder. The person’s mind splits into alternate personalities—alters—creating other people with traits that the original person might not have. They can be stronger, less fearful, more innocent.”

      “Did Jonathan use these personalities to retaliate against his attacker?”

      “He didn’t have to. My father quickly had the man killed. Well, he responded quickly. From what I understand, the man’s death was certainly not a quick one. Nor painless. And John’s alters didn’t come out in full force until a few years later, at puberty. He went to my father, told him what was happening, asked to go to a doctor. But my father told him that since John recognized the fact that he had a problem, he therefore didn’t have a problem.” She scoffed. “Can you even imagine that?”

      Dale shook his head. “No, I can’t. I truly can’t. With all due respect to your father, that’s one of the most ignorant things I’ve ever heard.”

      Dale hated hearing stories like this, the misunderstanding of and lack of proper response to mental health issues, particularly in children. He wondered how many adults lived their lives in pain only because issues with their mental health hadn’t been properly addressed as children. It was a damn shame. A travesty. A simple head cold would keep a child out of school, but a debilitating neurological disorder would go ignored or, worse, dismissed.

      “You can’t possibly offend me by bad-mouthing my father,” Jane said. “I despise him.”

      Her voice had been icy cold as she said it. Deadly serious. It was rather alarming.

      “John could have been something amazing,” she said. “He wanted so badly to be a journalist or a historian. And he could have, if that worthless sack of shit I call a father had given him the medical treatment he begged for as a child.”

      She was quivering with anger now. Dale didn’t respond.

      She continued. “Instead, he hid me and John away, kept his two problem children out of the limelight. Daddy’s embarrassments. So when we went to college, I started publicly speaking out against his criminal activities. It was the perfect time—1960s San Francisco. This was right around the time of the Human Be-In and the Summer of Love. Everything was happening. It gave me one hell of a platform.”

      “The Summer of Love, huh?” Dale said with a grin as he pulled Arancia past another car that had yielded to the lights and siren. “You don’t look much like a hippie to me.”

      She chuckled. “I’m not. And I wasn’t then either. When I graduated, he tried to pull us back into the family. It was then I knew we’d never be free of him unless I did something drastic. So I moved us out of state, legally changed our names.”

      “To Jane and John Logan,” Dale said. “Why ‘Logan,’ if I may ask?”

      “There was a guy back in college. I wouldn’t have gotten free without him. Logan Winters. Best guy I ever knew. He and I ... we could have been something. But I knew it could never be, not with me protecting John.”

      “It could still work out some day,” Dale said in an optimistic tone.

      She sighed. “It’s been seven years.” She was quiet for a moment. “I gave that up for John. I’ve sacrificed everything for John. I’ve never had a boyfriend. And I’m still a virgin.”

      She immediately buried her face in her hands.

      “Oh my god! I can’t believe I just told you that.”

      “Nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      “But I’m twenty-nine!”

      “It’s not a big deal. Really.”

      She uncovered her face. When she didn’t immediately say anything, Dale broke the awkward silence.

      “Why Kansas?” he said.

      She didn’t reply.

      He glanced over.

      She was ... asleep.

      He’d been talking to her only moments earlier, and now her head was hanging to the side, resting on her shoulder, her eyes closed.

      She jolted awake. Gasped. Looked around the car, startled, confused.

      “Oh no,” she said. “I fell asleep, didn’t I? God, so embarrassing.”

      “Hey, when you gotta sleep, you gotta sleep.”

      Jane groaned and hid her face again. “You asked me a question, didn’t you?”

      “I’m wondering why you moved to Kansas.”

      “To be as random as possible.”

      Dale chuckled. “Yes, that’s about as random as you can get.”

      “You’d think so,” Jane said. “But I often wondered if my choice wasn’t random enough. See, I have a mild obsession with The Wizard of Oz. I did a reverse-Dorothy. Instead of fleeing from Kansas, I fled to Kansas. I’d always dreamed about going there. People have these checklists of places they feel they need to go, but my list has small towns and state parks you’ve never heard of and random cities like Albuquerque or Providence. Does that sound silly to you?”

      “Not at all,” Dale said.

      While Dale had enjoyed getting to know San Francisco and was currently thrilling to the world-famous redwoods, he could understand where Jane was coming from with her desire to see a place like Kansas. There were so many places in the world that could color a person’s experience but would never be labeled as “must sees.” While Dale did see the value in visiting the Eiffel Tower and Mount Rushmore and driving the Autobahn, he also knew that there were thousands of little places with millions of little stories to tell. So he knew exactly where Jane was coming from.

      “I got my master’s in counseling at the University of Kansas,” Jane said. “That put us a couple years in Lawrence, where we met Dr. Goldstein. He helped John more than anyone has. Things just kept getting better and better after their appointments. When I graduated and took a job in Topeka, we were then over half an hour away from Goldstein, so the sessions were scheduled less and less. John started to get worse again. The alters appeared more often. Which is another reason why it’s my fault John developed the Felix personality.”

      Dale felt a bit sad for her. He’d seen this before. Someone who worked tirelessly for other people yet still felt guilt, still felt like they hadn’t done enough. There were so many people in the world who didn’t give two shits about anyone but themselves, but then there were other people, like Jane Logan, who sacrificed everything for others and still felt like they weren’t doing enough.

      “And Felix was so much more intense than the other alters. Not just because he was a stronger personality, but because he dwelled in John’s other issue, his schizophrenic tendencies, seeing the world as 1906.” She let out a long sigh. “God, I’m sorry. I shared too much. I haven’t had many opportunities to talk about all that.”

      “Well, since you’ve been so personal with me, I feel I should be upfront about something. But, first, let me ask—can you keep a secret?”

      She just gave him a look.

      “Yeah. Right. Silly question,” Dale said with a smile. “My name’s not really Tim Melbourne. That’s a cover for this assignment.”

      “Really?” Jane said with a heaping dose of sarcasm. “I would have never guessed that after you tore an entire beard off your face.”

      Dale laughed. “My name’s Dale Conley.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dale.”

      “And I don’t work for the FBI. I work for another federal agency, which I shouldn’t mention. They’re the ones who gave me my name.”

      “So what’s your real name?”

      “Dale Conley is my real name. But I assume you’re asking what my original name is—and I’m afraid I can’t tell you that either.”

      He wouldn’t have told her if he could. Dale chose to forget who he was before he joined the BEI. Now he was Dale Conley. That was his reality, one he liked much better than the reality under the old name. Dale Conley was who he was. And always would be.

      Jane was quiet for a moment. Dale thought she might have fallen asleep again. Then she said, “I miss Kansas. I miss the life John and I had there. And I want this nightmare to be over.”

      To this point, there hadn’t been many consoling things Dale could say to Jane, but now he was able to reassure her.

      “One way or another, the nightmare ends tonight.”
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      John’s eyes blinked, slowly opening, and as his consciousness regrouped, he thought for a moment that he was back in the surreal no man’s land of his mind.

      But as his surroundings came into focus, he remembered where he was. He was at his family’s cabin in the redwoods outside Redcrest. And he remembered how he’d gotten there. By gunpoint. Along with another hostage—San Francisco’s district attorney, Beau Lawton.

      John hadn’t been to the cabin in many years, and he couldn’t have imagined a stranger set of circumstances in which to find himself back. The cabin was small and simple.  A shared living and dining space with a kitchen in the back, separated by a pony wall. There were two bedrooms and a bath to the side.

      John’s arms were behind him, tied at the wrists to one of the chairs from the dining room table. As he looked up, he saw Lee and Beau Lawton on the other side of the room. Lee stood with a gun aimed at Lawton, who sat on the opposite side of the table. In front of Lawton was a notepad, and in his hand was a pen.

      “I won’t do it,” Lawton said.

      “I said write.”

      Lee slapped Lawton hard.

      “Hey!” John yelled out.

      Lee’s attention turned to him. His eyes were bloodshot and seething with rage. There was sweat on his brow. He kept his gun aimed at Beau as he stomped over to John.

      “You’re still awake?” he said through his teeth.

      Still with the gun aimed at Lawton, Lee reached into his back pocket and grabbed a cloth, the same one he’d used on him earlier. He shoved it onto John’s face, clamped down hard.

      John felt Lee’s fingers digging through the cloth and into his cheek. He struggled. A cool, pungent smell filled his nostrils.

      His head teetered. He felt light, airy, cold.

      Lee removed the cloth and went back to the table.

      John’s vision faded. Everything was turning white. In the haze, he saw Lee pull a butcher knife from the block on the counter, yank Lawton’s left hand onto the table, and position the knife over one of his fingers.

      “Now write this down,” Lee said. “‘I, Beau Lawton…’”

      The rest of the words faded out as John’s head fell to his chest.
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      “Turn here,” Jane said.

      Dale followed her instruction and pulled onto a gravel road. Enormous trunks surrounded them on either side, climbing hundreds of feet into the moonlight.

      “It’s not much farther.”

      The road curved around another massive trunk then Dale saw the shape of a small cabin in the distance.

      And parked outside was a Chevette.

      “You were right!” Jane said. “They’re here.”

      Dale brought Arancia to a stop and pulled the parking brake. They were several hundred feet from the cabin.

      Jane turned on him. “What are you doing?”

      “Putting some distance between you and the cabin. In case something should happen. Bullets go pretty darn far. Lie down, okay? Across the seats. Below the dash.”

      He was essentially telling Jane to use Arancia as a shield in case hot lead started flying. Even the vaguest notion of Arancia getting struck by bullets made a small piece of Dale’s soul wither up and die.

      He noticed a look of trepidation on Jane’s face. He put his hand on her shoulder.

      “I’ll bring your brother back safe.”

      He opened the door.
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        * * *

      

      Dale sprinted down the road toward the cabin, the gravel crunching beneath his boots.

      Whereas it had been a touch warm earlier in the day, it was now very cool, almost cold. The shirt he wore kept him a bit warmer than a T-shirt would have, but still he could feel his eyes beginning to water as he sprinted toward the cabin.

      All around him, he could see the sheer mass of the giants. There was an eerie quietness, amplifying the sounds of his heavy breathing.

      As he drew closer to the cabin, he saw just a bit of light escaping the two draped windows behind the porch, which spanned the whole front side of the building.

      It was an A-frame cabin, a perfect triangle, the roof angled all the way to the ground on either side. The giants framed it majestically. There was a door in the center, a draped window on either side, and a tall, thin window above the door, at the peak of the triangular shape.

      Dale slowed as he reached the porch. He drew his Model 36 and slowly took the two wooden steps onto the porch. He crept to the door, carefully monitoring the sounds of the boards creaking beneath his feet.

      He approached the window to the right of the door. There was a small gap in the drapes, and he looked in. On the other side of the window, only a couple feet away, was Jonathan Fair, tied to a small, wooden chair. Slumped over.

      Motionless.

      Dale feared the worst. But then Fair stirred.

      He was alive, at least.

      Farther back was a table where Beau Lawton sat with Lee Kimble standing over him, pointing a gun and saying something. While Kimble continued to speak, Lawton was hunched over the table, writing on a notepad. Dale couldn’t hear what Kimble was saying, but two words were audible as Kimble suddenly screamed them out.

      “Hurry up!”

      It was a perplexing scene, nearly impossible to decipher.

      Lawton finished writing and dropped the pen.

      Keeping his gun pointed at Lawton, Kimble pulled a second, smaller gun—a tiny snub-nose like Dale’s—from his waistband and put it in Lawton’s hand then shoved the barrel under Lawton’s chin.

      Oh, shit.

      No matter how confusing the scene was before Dale, one thing was clear. Kimble was going to force Beau to shoot himself.

      Dale didn’t even try the doorknob.

      He just kicked the door in.
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      Jane awoke with a jolt. Her cheek was against something cool. Glass. She was cold. Skin covered in goosebumps. It was dark. There was an earthy smell in the air. Sounds of insects.

      She remembered. She was lying across the seats in Dale Conley’s De Tomaso Pantera. Her face was against the window. She quickly used her sleeve to wipe away the smudge. Dale seemed like the type who would flip his lid at the sight of a single speck of dust in his car.

      Again. Dammit. Again she’d fallen asleep. Jane was disgusted with herself. How could she have dozed off right now of all times? When her brother’s fate hung in the balance.

      She saw something. Movement. A dark figure outside the window, stalking through the trees.

      Oh, god, no.

      No.

      Not sleep paralysis. Not now.

      The figure continued forward, stealthily. Like a cat.

      Jane’s breathing became labored. Soon the figure would be upon her, ready to take the rest of her breath.

      But then she thought of something…

      She’d already moved. She’d wiped the window clean. This wasn’t sleep paralysis.

      That was an actual man slipping through the trees.

      And he was heading toward the cabin.

      The man crossed through a beam of moonlight, and something on his neck shined for a moment. A scar.

      Jane knew who she was watching. The whole criminal world had heard the whispers of this man.

      This was no sleep paralysis shadow figure. It was “The Shadow” himself.

      It was El Vacío.

      The assassin.

      He carried a rifle in his hands. There was another gun on a strap around his back, something boxy and wicked looking.

      Jane took in a shaky breath. And quickly made up her mind.

      She stepped out of the car.
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      The Rolls-Royce came to a stop.

      Paulie stole a glance back—seeing all the cars idling behind his, the combined forces of the Fairs and the Alfonsis—then he turned back around and looked between the front seats, through the windshield.

      The gravel road snaked its way through the huge tree trunks. There were two cars on the road, lights out and parked a good distance from the cabin—the Pantera they’d followed, gleaming in the moonlight, and behind it, a Cordoba with massive damage to its rear end.

      For a while, Paulie had wondered why Janey and the cop were going so far out of the city. But once they reached the Avenue of the Giants, Paulie understood that for some reason Janey was taking the man to the old family cabin.

      The Cordoba was a mystery. But only for a moment. When Paulie had gotten the photographs of the bloodshed that had occurred after his men followed El Vacío from the airport, he had seen that his men’s car had been severely damaged; the assassin had rammed them before he finished them off.

      With a highly damaged mystery vehicle parked in front of him, there was no question to whom it belonged. El Vacío. He was here at Paulie’s family vacation cabin.

      To kill his boy.

      This meant that assassin had followed the Pantera too. And now he was about to finish the job.

      “Keep going!” Paulie shouted at the driver. “Go around them. And hurry!”
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      Dale looked at the barrel of a gun.

      Kimble was waving his weapon back and forth between Lawton and Dale. The man’s skin was flushed, his eyes crazed and registering utter confusion at who Dale was and why he’d just burst into the cabin brandishing a gun.

      So Dale made it perfectly clear for him.

      “Federal agent! Drop the weapon, Kimble!”

      Dale kept the Model 36 leveled at him. He slowly crept toward the table.

      Beau looked to Dale, pleadingly. His hand holding the gun beneath his chin shook violently.

      “What’s the plan, Kimble?” Dale said. “Have Beau Lawton write a suicide note and force him to blow his brains out? Get your revenge and make him look as unstable as you on his way out.”

      Lawton shouted out to Dale. “No! He—”

      Kimble slapped him. “Keep your mouth shut!”

      He turned to Dale as he continued swinging the gun back and forth.

      “Unstable? Because I was sent to a mental hospital? I committed no crime. I was framed. This man planted evidence.”

      “Is it true, Lawton?” Dale said as he continued toward the table.

      Lawton started to speak.

      Kimble fired his gun into the floor. A tremendous roar. Across the room, Jonathan Fair stirred in his slumber.

      “I said stay quiet!” Kimble screamed at Lawton.

      Dale stopped in his tracks. Kimble really was unstable. And more so than Dale had thought.

      Dale had to choose his next move extremely carefully. He’d been in more than a few standoffs. But never one this unhinged.

      Before he could devise a plan, though, he heard something.

      Footsteps on the porch behind him.
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      Jane had heard the crack of the gun shot, and while it had made her jump, it also motivated her to sprint the remaining distance to the cabin.

      She bolted up the steps, onto the porch, and to the window. She peered inside.

      Right in front of her—just on the other side of the window—was John, in a chair, slumped over. Unconscious. But breathing.

      She steadied herself. Gathered her resolve. And scanned the rest of the cabin.

      Standing in the middle of the living room was Dale. He had his gun aimed toward the table in the back where Beau Lawton sat. There was a gun in Lawton’s hand as well, pointed under his own chin. Another man stood by the table, swinging yet another gun between Dale and Lawton. It was the man she’d seen in Chinatown with her brother.

      An absolutely bizarre scenario. And a dangerous one.

      One in which her unconscious brother was in mortal danger.

      So Jane opened the door.
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      El Vacío continued to watch with amazement as the bizarre Mexican standoff played out before his eyes. And just when he thought the situation couldn’t get any weirder, Fair’s twin sister swung the door open and entered the cabin.

      It was an incredibly brave move on her part. From his studies, he’d gathered that she was nothing if not determined.

      The cop glanced at her, stunned, keeping his gun pointed at Kimble. “Jane, what the hell are you doing here?”

      The cop had done a good job mediating the strange situation to this point. Again, El Vacío was impressed with him. And for some reason, the cop had forsaken his fake beard. It was another layer of curiosity in this perplexing scenario.

      “He’s here!” Jane Fair said to the cop. “I saw him in the trees.”

      “Who’s here?”

      Before she could answer, more people burst through the cabin’s door. A dozen men. All with guns. Mobsters. At the front of the pack were Big Paul Fair and Angelo Alfonsi. With Alfonsi were the man’s sons, one of whom was El Vacío’s client.

      Marco Alfonsi.

      El Vacío noticed a strange look on the Fair woman’s face. An expression of shock as she and her father looked upon each other.

      El Vacío dropped back below the pony wall, planted his back against it, concealing himself in the kitchen. He needed a moment to think.

      This situation had been bizarre and indecipherable before the gangsters had entered. But now that the new men were there, not only was El Vacío confused, but he had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach—the feeling of betrayal.

      He never should have trusted Marco Alfonsi. The man was a creep. A weasel.

      He assessed the situation. He had tracked his supposed target to a cabin in the trees, hours away from San Francisco. And now, the heads of both crime families had suddenly arrived along with a small army of muscle. A dark realization came to El Vacío.

      They’d trapped him.

      Somehow, somewhere he’d pissed someone off among the two rival families. And they brought their forces together. They’d used the Jonathan Fair escape madness as an elaborate plot to draw him out of Colombia.

      He heard Angelo Alfonsi speak from the living room.

      “Do it, Marco. Be a man.”

      El Vacío continued to listen, and another voice called out. It was Marco.

      “El Vacío. I’m calling off the hit. You will still be paid. Show yourself. Please.”

      The thoughts in El Vacío’s mind became torrential. Anger rarely came to him. Usually he remained cool and centered. But he was seething now. At Marco Alfonsi.

      He tried to think calmly, rationally. Maybe he was wrong about being set up. Maybe this really was simply a farce wherein Marco had never received his father’s authorization to contract a hit. A misunderstanding. But why was Beau Lawton being forced to kill himself? Why was El Vacío’s original target unconscious and tied to a chair?

      None of it made any sense, and being confused only furthered El Vacío’s rage.

      He took the MAC-10’s strap off and transferred it to his custom sniper rifle, which he then slung over his back.

      Whatever the truth of the situation was, El Vacío knew that there were over a dozen armed people in the next room.

      And he was getting out of the cabin alive.

      He made up his mind.

      Two massacres had been attributed to El Vacío. A series of explosions in Sudan leaving thirty-seven dead in 1961. Several years later, fourteen people died in a shootout in Lisbon—the police report noted that the only survivor slipped into a crowd of onlookers and was never located.

      El Vacío would survive at any cost.

      He hoisted the MAC-10 and took a deep, cleansing breath.
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      Dale recognized the weapon immediately and knew he was in one hell of a dangerous situation.

      The assassin had popped up from behind the pony wall separating the kitchen from the living room, and in his hands was an Ingram MAC-10 machine pistol. It bore the Sionics two-stage suppressor, a popular accessory that not only quieted the weapon but gave the shooter a grip in the front—which was helpful, because the MAC-10 was a vicious piece of engineering known for its poor precision. This wasn’t a precise scalpel like the man’s custom sniper rifle; this was just the opposite. This was a weapon that sprayed rounds at an insanely high rate—1,250 rounds per minute for the 9mm variety, which was what the assassin appeared to be wielding.

      21 rounds per second.

      By the look on the assassin’s face, it was evident that he intended to clear the room.

      And with a weapon like that, Dale didn’t have even a single second to hesitate.

      He turned and bolted toward Jane, lowering his shoulder and pushing through the men.

      The shots started behind him, so fast they sounded like a steady hum.

      The man in front of Dale took a bullet.

      Men around him returned fire. So many shots and so loud. The smell of gunpowder.

      Blood sprayed Dale’s cheek.

      Jane in front of him, crouching over Jonathan.

      Someone fell into Dale, almost knocked him over.

      Nearly to Jane.

      A bullet hit the floor in front of him.

      More blood.

      Jane, a couple feet away from him.

      Dale jumped right at her, arms extended.

      He crashed into her.

      Hard.

      He knew he’d hurt her bad. But he’d gotten her and Jonathan—unconscious and tied to the chair—to the floor.

      A body fell next to Dale as he wrapped his arms around Jane, covering her and her brother.

      The sound was tremendous, so loud that Dale couldn’t even hear it. No longer noise. It was a presence. An engulfing presence.

      He felt vibrations, the impacts of bodies throughout the room falling to the hardwood floor.

      Everyone shooting guns. Debris fell on Dale’s head as he pulled Jane and her unconscious brother as far beneath his body as he could get them. But with the chair that Jonathan was tied to, it was impossible.

      He had to find another way of protecting them.

      Another body landed right beside Dale. An arm fell on his back. Warm blood oozed through his shirt.

      Dale glanced up. A credenza, a foot away from him. He gave a quick look to Jane, whose face was frozen with fear, then pulled himself away from her for a moment, leaned up as more debris fell on him, and gave the credenza a sharp pull. It fell to the ground with a crash.

      Dale tried to yell, “Come on!” at Jane, but his voice was lost in the deafening madness. But she got the point.

      They scrambled to the backside of the credenza, combining their strength to drag Jonathan with them.

      Behind the credenza, Dale threw himself over them again. More debris fell. The sound was relentless. And it had reached a point that time made no sense. It felt like an hour. But knowing how rapidly the MAC-10 fired, it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds.

      And then something changed.

      He couldn’t tell if the sound had ended—his ears were ringing so loudly—but there was a different energy. He glanced up.

      The firefight had ended.

      And the floor was strewn with bodies.

      Dale looked at Jane and mouthed, Stay here.

      He kept his Model 36 tightly in his hand and stood—crouching low—then zigzagged through the bodies to the pony wall, ducking below it. He took one deep breath and cleared the top of the wall.

      The kitchen was empty.

      The assassin was gone.

      Which meant Dale had to chase him.

      He turned toward the front door.

      It was only then that the gravity of the situation struck him.

      Between him and the front door, the cabin’s living room was covered with bodies. Some moving. And groaning. But most completely dead. There were two metallic smells in the air—gunpowder and blood.

      And that blood was everywhere. Absolutely everywhere. Dale had never seen so much. And body parts. Entrails and brain matter. Dale had seen some very gruesome things during his time as a BEI agent. But this was absolutely horrendous. The front door was ahead of him, where he needed to go to chase after the person who had brought about this massacre, but for a moment Dale froze. His hands went to his knees. And his stomach turned.

      Focus. Stay on track.

      He stood back up and moved quickly through the bodies, his boots sloshing through the blood, and ran out the door.
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      Jane shook all over. And she couldn’t budge. Something wouldn’t let her move an inch from where she was.

      Then she reminded herself of her purpose—something more important than selfishness—and she turned to John. He was still breathing. Still unconscious. She frantically inspected him, checking him all over.

      No wounds.

      She exhaled.

      John’s chest rose and sank slowly. Blissfully unaware. If there was a silver lining to the terror Jane had just witnessed, it was that at least John hadn’t witnessed it too.

      She made herself look over the top of the credenza and out into the room.

      Bodies everywhere. People moaning. She heard men saying women’s names. One man quietly uttered, “Mamma.”

      Jane’s mind flashed to memories, moments from childhood vacations in this cabin. Where the men had now died. Some of her best childhood memories. This had been her oasis. Her Land of Oz.

      There was an awful smell in the air. Jane couldn’t even tell what it was, but it was natural, earthy, human.

      Jane turned to the side and was sick.

      She wiped her mouth. Then a strange impulse struck her.

      She stood, gave one more protective glance to John, and slowly began walking through the bodies, stepping between and over the men—like dodging puddles in a rain-soaked path.

      One man looked at her sadly as she walked past.

      She saw her older brother.

      Danny was on his stomach, head to the floor, and the part of his face that should have been visible was missing—just a bloody tangle of flesh and bone. His bright red hair was all that revealed his identity. Jane was surprised by how sad this made her. But she didn’t stop.

      She kept searching. More bodies. Gallons of blood.

      And there he was.

      On the far wall. A huge, rounded mass. The highest peak in the mountain range of figures on the floor.

      Jane moved quicker, dodging bodies, and as she came to her father, she saw Marco Alfonsi crouched behind his girth, using his body for cover, both hands on his stomach as he peered over him toward the kitchen.

      Marco turned to her. Sheer dread on his face. “Is he gone?”

      Fury swept over Jane. “Don’t touch him, you slime!”

      She slapped him.

      Marco scuttled to his feet and ran through the bodies—tripping and falling once—then out the door.

      She looked down at her father.

      His eyes were open. And they looked right back into hers.

      Jane dropped to her knees.

      “Daddy…”

      Blood burst from the corner of his mouth. His body convulsed. There was a dark crater in his stomach. One hand was on the wound, and he brought his free hand to her face.

      The hand was massive, like the rest of Big Paul. It engulfed the entire side of her face, making her feel tiny. The hand was warm, rough with calluses. Fingers the size of sausages.

      His brown eyes remained on her. He opened his mouth. Small noises.

      He was trying to speak.

      “For…”

      She put her hand on his. Tears fell from her eyes.

      “Forg—… Forgive me.”

      She squeezed his hand. “I forgive you, Daddy.”

      Big Paul smiled. Tension fell from his face. A look of serenity. Then he closed his eyes and stopped breathing.

      Jane collapsed onto his chest. She wept.
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      Marco grabbed the board and gave it a strong tug. There was a tearing sound from the wood as it pulled free from the nails.

      Three boards removed from the base of the cabin’s front porch. The gap was now big enough.

      He quickly dropped to his hands and knees and crawled under the porch. His fingers dug into clods of dirt. Weeds scratched at his arms. Rocks dug into his palms.

      When he reached the front of the porch, he leaned forward and peered through a gap between two of the boards. All the gigantic tree trunks were before him, bathed in the blue moonlight. He held perfectly still.

      And he heard them again.

      Footsteps. Two sets. One closer, one farther away.

      That’s why he’d stopped. Why he hadn’t run to his car. Because there were people out in the trees. Two people. And one of them was undoubtedly El Vacío.

      Marco turned around, resting his back against the boards, and brought his knees to his chest. He put his elbows on his thighs, placed his hands together, and dropped his head.

      He began to pray. For the first time in a really, really long time. He tried to remember any of his Latin. And couldn’t. English, then.

      “God,” he said aloud, “if you spare me from this monster, I promise I can be a better man. A solemn oath.”

      Footsteps again.

      Closer.

      Marco whipped around, stuck his eye to the crack again.

      Oh no. Oh no. Oh no.

      He could see a figure among the trunks right on the other side of the gravel road.

      But it wasn’t El Vacío.

      It was the man who had been in the cabin when Marco and the others had arrived. The man who’d had his gun pointed toward the table.

      He was evidently chasing El Vacío. He must have been a cop.

      What luck!

      Maybe this stranger would end up being Marco’s savior, his knight in shining armor.

      Maybe Marco would make it through this after all.
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      Dale ran out into the pillar-like trunks, illuminated so ghostly in the bluish moonlight, massive black cylinders bolting up into the air and disappearing into the night.

      It was quiet. And still. Dale thought about the Steinbeck quote again, and even in the midst of his current situation—chasing after a shadowy assassin who had just slaughtered a roomful of people—the echoes of the trees’ age weighed heavy on him. They truly were ambassadors from another time, as Steinbeck had called them. Some of these trees were 2,000 years old. That put them back to the time of Christ. They’d seen the Romans. They’d seen the Middle Ages. They’d seen Napoleon. They’d been around long before the United States. It made Dale’s current situation seem trivial—silly, even—and it made him feel rather small.

      But that didn’t change the fact that there was a monster out in those trees. And right now, as Dale slipped in among the enormous trunks, he was the hunter, chasing down the assassin. But the roles could very quickly switch.

      And Dale could end up being the hunted.

      After all, the assassin could be waiting for him, ready to let loose of more bullets.

      The forest floor was soft, flat, and smooth. No thorny undergrowth to tear at his jeans. No shrubs to trip him up. In the bright moonlight, everything seemed surreal, almost like some kind of mystical fairytale. And Dale felt the presence of the trees all around him. They had their own gravitational pulls.

      Dale hadn’t heard an engine start, but he presumed that the assassin would be making his way toward a vehicle, an escape. So Dale’s best bet was to keep an eye toward the road, which was now clogged with an array of luxury vehicles and a beaten-up Cordoba.

      He stopped, posted himself behind one of the trunks—which dwarfed him, making him look like a toy soldier—and listened. No footsteps. He had to be cautious, but he also had to hurry.

      So he darted off.

      And then there was a loud snap.

      Gunfire. Rapid-fire.

      From the MAC-10.

      Dale bolted behind one of the gigantic trees. There were heavy, deep thunks as the bullets ripped into the trunk. Dale thought of the scarring that would happen to the tree and then quickly remembered that it was likely a thousand years old at least. This incident would be but a blip in its history. The marks would be gone soon enough.

      The bullets stopped. There was a brief pause and then a metallic thud, the sound of the MAC-10 dropping to the ground.

      Dale knew that the assassin had depleted his MAC-10. That weapon could run through a high-capacity magazine in a matter of seconds. Now the assassin was going to be using his custom sniper rifle. And from what Dale saw, it was likely a single-shot bolt-action. El Vacío would have to choose his shot carefully.

      Dale angled his ear to the side of the trunk. Listened. More quiet all around him, the eerie stillness.

      A small patter.

      An animal, probably.

      Then more sounds. Subtle. But just noticeable. El Vacío was about fifty feet away from him.

      A world-class assassin. Only yards away. The same one who had just singlehandedly plowed through a small army of mobsters.

      Dale could be precise and methodical, use his ample brain to its fullest. But he knew that wouldn’t be enough. This assassin was clearly intelligent as well, so if Dale were to try to match wits with him, he’d end up a piece of Swiss cheese like the people back in the cabin. Dale held no advantage over the assassin intellectually.

      In addition to brainpower, Dale was known for his ingenuity, and in a situation like this, ingenuity was all that was going to keep him alive.

      To win this round, Dale had to play a wildcard.

      He began unbuttoning his shirt.
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      El Vacío concealed himself alongside an enormous fallen tree—the top curve of the trunk twelve feet in the air—and rested the barrel of his sniper rifle on a snapped branch. The scope’s crosshairs fell directly on the tree he’d fired upon, where the cop was hiding. There were wide stretches of open forest floor on either side of the tree.

      Which meant the cop had nowhere to run.

      El Vacío would make it a quick, clean kill. The man deserved as much. He’d earned an honorable, warrior’s death.

      Any moment now, El Vacío would see movement. The man would dash out from behind the tree, make a run for it. El Vacío had his scope aimed directly dead-center on the trunk, waiting. He could quickly swing the rifle in either direction.

      Any moment now…

      And there it was. A flurry of movement to the left, the man’s arms flailing. El Vacío squeezed. He saw the impact, watched the man’s body twist in the air.

      And he noticed something strange.

      An extremely thin shaft from the bottom of the cop’s shirt. And he noticed that everything else about the man looked … wrong.

      A split second. That’s all the time it took to figure out what had happened.

      He hadn’t shot the cop.

      He shot his shirt, affixed to the top of a branch that the cop had thrown like a javelin.

      Clever. El Vacío respected him even more.

      But there was no time for professional admiration. Because the cop would be upon him at any moment.

      As if in response to El Vacío’s prophecy, he heard footsteps. Approaching. Rapidly. At a run.

      He yanked the bolt back, cleared the empty cartridge, and was reaching into his pocket for another round, when the man was upon him, turning the corner and leveling his gun at him.

      And for just a moment, El Vacío saw him in the moonlight before he fired his gun, a Smith & Wesson Model 36, nickel-plated, round-butt. The man was shirtless, and his eyes showed cold determination. He squeezed the trigger. The flash of the shot lit the cop’s face.

      And then there was blinding pain.

      A warm splatter of blood against El Vacío’s cheek and an eruption from his shoulder. El Vacío let out a scream that roared through the stillness of the trees. Somewhere, far, far above, there was the flapping of a bird’s wings.

      El Vacío had no opportunity to register his destroyed right shoulder, because the man leapt upon him. Another jolt of pain in his shoulder. There was a flurry of movement, and El Vacío welcomed the action, as the adrenaline pulled his mind away from the pulsing destruction in his shoulder.

      The cop got an arm around El Vacío’s neck and yanked. El Vacío swung his left elbow back into the man’s ribs, pushing him back. The cop threw his weight toward El Vacío, putting both hands forward, going for his neck. El Vacío tried to get his right arm to move in response. It wasn’t listening. So he took a swing with his left, missing, but then was able to knee the man in the side.

      From the corner of his eye, El Vacío saw his sniper rifle, only a couple feet away, angled against the trunk. He reached for it. His fingers touched the stock before the cop yanked him back. El Vacío ducked a roundhouse then kicked his foot toward the gun. He smashed his heel down, and teetered the rifle up, grabbed it by the stock, and swung it up like a golf club, hitting the cop squarely under the jaw.

      The cop stumbled back, and when the two men looked at each other, El Vacío knew he had gotten a winning shot. The man’s eyes had that bizarre look a person gets when they’ve been truly rattled. That look a boxer gets after a devastating hook, the look that makes the referee call the fight. A stunned look. Completely senseless. He stumbled about aimlessly, like a plastered wino.

      Normally this would give El Vacío a chance to finish a person off. But now he had an opportunity to flee, and he also knew that this man was one of the most ingenious people he’d ever met. If he didn’t take advantage of this opportunity, El Vacío might not get out at all.

      As the cop staggered about the forest, that shellshocked look on his face, El Vacío scuttled forward, his right arm dangling painfully. The Cordoba was in front of him. He was on the gravel road. He dug into his pocket. Retrieved the keys. Got in. Fired it up.

      He did a quick three-point turn—awkwardly with one arm—then gunned the gas. Tires sprayed gravel, and then he was off, barreling down the road.

      El Vacío looked to the rear view mirror. The cop stumbled out onto the road, looking toward him. And he fired his gun. Twice. Missing badly.

      Jesus, this guy really was a survivor.

      As he watched in the mirror, El Vacío could see that the cop was still uneven, but not as wobbly as he had been. His senses were starting to return. He stumbled toward the Pantera.

      And El Vacío floored the gas pedal.
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      Dale lumbered toward Arancia. She was only a few feet away, swinging about violently in his vision. With each step, he tried to put one foot carefully in front of the other, but he kept teetering to either side. Dizziness. Off-balance. The branches and mighty trunks surrounding him moved and swirled. His boots shuffled in the gravel. He felt badly inebriated. Dale wasn’t a drinker and had only been drunk a handful of times in his life. It wasn’t a sensation he enjoyed. And he didn’t like this either. Not at all.

      As he got to Arancia, he stumbled over, whacked into her fender. Put his hands on the hood. Hoped he hadn’t dented her. He quickly looked. He hadn’t.

      He breathed heavily and looked up to the road. The Cordoba was nowhere to be seen. He could just hear it in the distance.

      He shuffled forward. To the door. He reached for the handle. Missed. Reached. Missed again. Got his hand on it. And stumbled. He fell over. Onto the road.

      If he could just catch his breath.

      He swung his back around to Arancia. The metal of the door felt ice-cold against his bare back. He let his head rest against the door as well. His hair was sweaty. He breathed in, trying to gather himself. Reached up for the handle. His hand dropped down, hit him in the side.

      It was then he knew. He wasn’t going to be able to chase after the assassin. He was in no way going to be safe enough to drive.

      But there was the cabin.

      And Jane and Jonathan.

      So he could at least try to walk. He put his hands to the gravel and pushed up.

      Back on his feet. Left foot forward. Then the right. He was feeling a little bit steadier.

      The cabin was before him. He picked up the pace. The road twisted and wavered, but he was at least walking steadily now.

      Ahead, the cabin’s windows were still alight. One of them was busted. And Dale could see movement. At the door. A figure. He put both hands on his gun.

      But as he drew closer, he saw that it was Jane. And she was struggling. She was pulling at Jonathan—still unconscious and tied to the chair—trying to get him out of the cabin.

      Dale picked up the pace even more. To help her.

      But then he saw something.

      To the left. At the side of the porch. There were boards lying on the ground. Someone had busted open the side of the porch and gone under.

      And they could be hiding there now.

      Right beneath Jane.

      Running now. Everything swam around him.

      Keep your balance. Stay steady.

      When he got to the porch, he dropped to his knees and positioned himself near the opening by the discarded boards. He cleared the corner, aiming his gun under the porch.

      And there was nothing there.

      Moonlight flowed in through the opening and through the gaps of the floorboards above. But there was no one beneath the porch. Just weeds and rocks. Whoever had been there was long gone.

      Dale stood back up. He was feeling steadier now. His surroundings swam around him less than they had been.

      He went to the porch, up the steps, and to Jane. Her eyes glanced up as he approached, but she didn’t acknowledge him, just kept struggling to pull the heavy chair over the body of one of the gangsters that was blocking the doorway.

      Dale hurried over to her, grabbed the other side of the chair. Jane was breathing rapidly, a frustrated desperation on her face. Together they lifted Jonathan out and onto the porch.

      Dale looked inside at the carnage. Only for a moment. Only long enough for him to determine that, while there had been groans and gasping before he left, everyone in there was now dead.

      He saw Beau Lawton, lying on the table in a pool of blood and missing a hand. A few feet away, lying among the other bodies, was Kimble. Bullet wound to the head.

      Dale turned back around. Jane was frantically clawing with her fingernails at the ropes on Jonathan’s wrists. She was clearly in a state of mental shock.

      Dale put his hand on her shoulder

      She stopped. Looked up at him.

      He took his pocketknife out and cut the binds on Jonathan’s wrists and arms, and then together, without saying a word, he and Jane lifted Jonathan from the chair and propped him up against the wall.

      Jane sat beside her brother, put her hand on his knee, and looked out to the road blankly.

      Dale turned to sit beside her, and as he did, he stumbled backwards into the wall, slid down. He hadn’t recovered as much as he thought. He was still dizzy. Adrenaline and purpose had been fueling him, but now the effects of the blow were returning. As he slid down to the floor, he began to drift to the side, but before he could collapse, Jane grabbed his arm, pulled him up.

      She brushed some dirt from his bare shoulder then rested her head on it. And together the three of them sat, looking out into the redwoods.

      They didn’t say a word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The pain in El Vacío’s shoulder was relentless.

      He kept his eyes focused on the highway’s lines. Something to draw his mind away from the fire in his shoulder. Anything to distract himself.

      He had been right about the cop. The man was worthy of his respect. Few people had bested El Vacío, and from the first moment he’d seen the man in action back in Chinatown, he knew that this one was special.

      Part of El Vacío wanted immediate revenge. Naturally, he wasn’t the sort of person to take something lying down. But respect came with certain privileges. Sort of a professional courtesy. El Vacío could make it his vendetta to hunt the cop down, even chasing the guy all over the country if he was a fed, which he seemed to be. But that would be like killing an animal that had survived multiple hunts. At a point, you had to give the prey its due deference. Of course, if El Vacío ever crossed paths with the cop again, he would have no hesitation in striking him down—and, in fact, he hoped that he would get such an opportunity—but for now, he would let him be.

      El Vacío was not the sort of person who could walk into a hospital and ask for service, so he was headed back to San Francisco—Daly City, technically—where there was an establishment that tended to the wounds of people in his world. The sort of place that asked no questions and had no alliances. The sort of place only a few people knew.

      He still had another two full hours of driving to get there.

      And the pain was getting insurmountable.

      He could no longer distract his mind by watching the lines on the road. The initial adrenaline rush had worn off, that adrenaline that shields you from the reality of pain. Now the pain was very much real. Upfront and personal.

      Tearing at him.

      His head felt airy. His vision began to lighten.

      So he developed a system to help him manage the pain. He’d take a couple deep breaths. Then scream, using the howl to absorb some of his agony. Then repeat.

      Ahhhhhhhhhh!

      Deep breath. Deep breath.

      Ahhhhhhhhhh!

      He could keep the system going.

      He only had two hours left.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the Cordoba came to a halt at the end of the alley in Daly City, El Vacío could hardly see.

      He fell out of the car and stumbled toward the door. Though it was dark outside and the alley was poorly lit, everything within El Vacío’s vision was going to white. The peripheral blurred and lightened and came in on itself, closing into a small tunnel. He kept the tiny sphere of clear vision focused on the single door fifty feet ahead of him. It was a plain, metal door, painted blood red with a single light fixture hanging above it.

      His tunnel vision continued to close. He stumbled forward the last few feet completely blind.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning.

      El Vacío sat on a bench in Mussel Rock Park. He wore a new sweatshirt he’d bought from a convenience store, and he pulled it in tight around his torso. His right arm was folded under the sweatshirt, held up with a sling. It was still very cool outside, and the sky was a bit grayish.

      There were large rocks on either side of him and one jutting out of the ocean directly ahead, waves crashing violently against it. Only a few people were out this early. A woman walked her dog in the sand before him and smiled as she walked by.

      El Vacío sucked in a big lungful of salty air. It tasted good, even though his senses were numbed by his injury and the painkillers he’d taken. The smell reminded him of his beachfront property back in Colombia. It was a very different beach, but no matter where you went, the sea was the sea. And the smell made him anxious to get home.

      But first he needed to make a stop back in San Francisco proper.

      There was one quick thing he needed to do before he left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Simona Ricci sat at the island in the center of the expansive kitchen in the Alfonsi estate. There was a mug of coffee in front of her, and she chomped on a piece of chewing gum, both things that Marco had told her to do to stave off her hunger. But it wasn’t working. She was starving.

      She stopped filing her nails and called out to him. “Marky!”

      No response. He’d been in the bathroom for almost twenty minutes now.

      She huffed and smashed the gum between her teeth. She went back to filing her nails.

      Her stomach growled.

      Sooooo hungry.

      She took another look at the clock on the wall above the oven.

      11:24.

      Ugh. She was a breakfast kind of girl, but Marco had made her skip it with the promise of a big, celebratory brunch.

      But he’d delayed and delayed, and now it was almost lunchtime.

      She was sort of uncomfortable about celebrating anyway. Marco’s father and brother had been murdered in front of him last night, so she was a tad surprised that he wanted to eat out, even if he was now the head of the Alfonsi family. She knew that if either of her parents or any of her siblings died—let alone murdered, let alone in front of her—she would be in hysterics. Oh my goodness, she wouldn’t be able to function for weeks.

      But everybody was different, she kept reminding herself. And everyone handled grief in different ways. So she figured that Marco was deferring his suffering and replacing it with this celebration. He’d always told her that he was going to be a big shot someday, but he also knew that Matt would be the one leading the family after their father passed on. Suddenly Marco had found himself more powerful than he had ever dreamed.

      Maybe it wasn’t so bad that he was celebrating.

      But he needed to hurry up in the bathroom. Her stomach growled again.

      “Marky!”

      Still no response. She was about to get angry with him.

      She leaned her head back, and belted out his name, so loud her eyes squeezed tight. “Markyyyyyy!”

      Still no response.

      Sigh.

      She stopped filing her nails again and listened, leaning her ear toward the nearby hallway where the bathroom was. She realized that maybe she was being a bit selfish. Maybe he was having troubles in there. She sure hoped he wasn’t. As she listened intently, she braced herself for some awful noises. Men were so gross.

      But she heard nothing.

      Absolute silence.

      A new thought occurred to her, and she cursed herself for not thinking of it earlier.

      Maybe something was wrong.

      She dropped her nail file on the island and hopped off the stool, quickly went to the hallway, her heels clicking first on tile and then on hardwood.

      “Marky?”

      The door was at the end of the hall, shut. Around its edges she could see some of the late-morning sunlight from the window in the bathroom beyond. She stepped up to the door, stuck her ear to it. No sound from within.

      “Marky!”

      She was starting to panic.

      No response.

      She put her hand on the door knob, turned. It wasn’t locked. The hinges squeaked as she slowly opened the door.

      What she saw made her scream.

      Marco was hunched over on the toilet, his pants and drawers at his ankles, blood covering his shirt. He was perfectly still.

      Simona scuttled back, banged into the wall. She brought her hands to her mouth. Her fingers shook.

      There was no mistake about it. Marco was dead.

      “Marky, no,” she said and cried. “Marky...”

      Then she noticed something. She wiped away her tears, focused.

      More blood. Strangely, it was coming from his forehead. There was something peculiar about the gash, but she couldn’t see it fully with Marco’s head slumped over like it was.

      Shaking, she made her self get closer to him, leaned down to look at his face.

      And then she saw it. Carved into his forehead. A symbol.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Simona screamed again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale watched the swarming mass of reporters and hangers-on beyond the glass doors.

      He was with Yorke and Eliseo Delacruz in the lobby of the Hall of Justice. The three of them stared at the entrance, about thirty feet away from where they stood. The media peered through the glass, microphones and cameras in hand, anxiously awaiting the person they knew was about to leave the building.

      “Again, we have to give you a massive thank you, Conley,” Delacruz said. “That was one ballsy move going up to the redwoods. How did you figure that out?”

      “Actually, that was all Yorke,” Dale said. “She knew about some obscure tree called the Immortal Tree or something. She and Jane Fair were able to put the clues together.”

      Delacruz gave Yorke an impressed nod.

      “Is that a fact?” He patted her shoulder. “Well done, Yorke.”

      Delacruz then left, and as Dale watched him walk away, he could feel Yorke’s eyes upon him. He turned.

      She was giving him a look.

      “What?” he said.

      “You know what. It was you who figured that out about the tree. What you just told Delacruz isn’t what really happened.”

      Dale put his hands in his pockets. “Well, you know, reality isn’t always the most important thing.”

      He winked.

      Dale hated to lie. He was honest to an often disastrous fault. But on a very rare occasion, he would find a reason to distort the truth. And giving Yorke a bit of a helping hand was a damn good reason.

      “Thanks for believing in me,” Yorke said. She pointed at his cheek. “By the way, the non-bearded look works on you, Conley.”

      She ran her hand along his jaw, from the bottom of his ear to the edge of his chin. Her hand rested there for a moment. Her skin felt softer than Dale had imagined. He savored the moment, letting the electric sensation of contact with smooth, supple female skin ripple through him. He felt like doing a heel click.

      Yorke smiled and removed her hand.

      “I guess Beau really was a monster,” she said. “You know, I always got a bit of a dark feeling from him.”

      Dale shook his head. “Now, you shouldn’t go saying that. Just because Kimble accused Lawton of framing him doesn’t mean he did. Maybe Kimble really was crazy. Maybe he made that whole story up in his head because he couldn’t handle the reality of what he’d done, killing all those kids. Orrrrrr, maybe you’re right. Maybe Lawton was a power-hungry monster willing to do anything to climb the ranks, even framing his best friend for something so heinous. But the fact is, we’ll never have all the facts. They’re both dead now.”

      Yorke breathed in and sighed. “And even though it looks as though Beau was forced to write his confession note saying that he was the mastermind in the plot to control Jonathan Fair, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t true. He might have been involved all along.”

      “We’ll never know what really happened,” Dale said.

      It was a strange way to end an assignment. Usually, Dale put all the pieces together, used his historical knowledge and puzzle-solving skills to come to an irrefutable truth, at which point he would chase down the villain who then ended up in jail.

      But what could be said about this set of events? Who even was the bad guy? There was Jonathan Fair, the man everyone assumed was the villain. But he’d been manipulated, his mental handicap used against him. There was Lee Kimble, the man who had orchestrated everything. This was certainly an evil act, but was Kimble an evil mind? Or was he another disturbed mind like that of Fair? Then there was Beau Lawton. If Kimble’s allegations were true, then Lawton really had been the villain. But there was no proving it either way. And then there was the assassin. Jane had told Dale that the man was El Vacío, one of the world’s most notorious killers. Unquestionably, this was a bad guy. But he wasn’t the villain. He hadn’t orchestrated anything. He was simply a gun-for-hire. And the person who hired him was dead.

      The fact was, Dale was just going to have to accept that there was no immediate answer. After all, there were no good questions remaining and no one to whom they could be asked. The Red Riding Hood case would be reopened, the facts re-examined by San Francisco authorities. INTERPOL and the CIA would continue their hunt for El Vacío—but he’d never been caught in all the decades he’d been active. Jonathan Fair had been clearly proven to be a patsy, and the other two, Kimble and Lawton, were dead.

      Dale liked answers, but there were going to be none here.

      The elevator at the opposite end of the lobby opened, and Jane Fair exited among a small group of people. She walked toward them.

      “Leaving so soon?” Dale said with a smile.

      Jane laughed. “As charming as you are, I think my head will explode if I spend one more minute in this building.”

      “Good news from the lawyer?” Yorke said.

      “If there’s one benefit to being part of this family of mine, it’s that we have great lawyers. He assured me that Lawton’s confession would be more than enough for him to exonerate John from the crimes. It’ll have to work its way through the legal system, of course, so I’ll stick around for a while. In the meantime, since I’m now the matriarch of this family, I’ll use this time to disband the organization. Down to the last grift deal.”

      “And then what?” Dale said.

      “My father’s enemies aren’t going anywhere. So John and I will leave again. Change our names again. I was thinking ‘Winters’ this time.”

      She gave him a smile that harkened back to their conversation from the previous night as they flew up 101 in Arancia.

      Logan Winters—the man she’d left behind in California the first time she fled the state seven years ago.

      Dale knew this was the way things should work out for Jane, and he was happy for her. He had a strong feeling that if Logan Winters was available, the guy would still have feelings for her. Because Jane was something special.

      Very special.

      She was one of the strongest women Dale had ever met. And he found it … alluring. Dale had known guys who were attracted to the maternal qualities of single mothers they’d dated. Having no desire for children himself, Dale figured this sort of attraction must be some biological impulse that he was simply missing. But now, Dale understood. He saw what those other guys were seeing. There was something wildly attractive about Jane’s steadfast protection of her brother.

      Of course, it didn’t hurt that she was drop-dead gorgeous.

      But Dale could tell as soon as she had said Logan Winters’ name in the car that she had the utmost admiration for the guy—like an infatuation that she hadn’t let herself believe. She needed to find Logan Winters.

      The lucky bastard.

      For Dale, it wasn’t meant to be. Another unintended pairing.

      Jane looked to the doors and the swarming media beyond and turned back to Dale and Yorke. “Thanks for everything.”

      She kissed Dale on the cheek, right where Yorke had placed her hand only moments earlier. The joyful rush of female contact flooded through him again.

      “Gotta run,” Jane said. “I need to spend some time wrapping up all these loose ends. And then John and I will disappear again.”

      She smiled then walked away. She crossed the lobby and opened the glass doors. There was an explosion of voices, people calling her name. She walked into the crowd, and, just as she promised, she disappeared.

      Dale turned back to Yorke and motioned with his head. “Come on. I want to try some sourdough before I go back to D.C. Your treat, of course.”

      They turned and headed away from the entrance.

      “It’s not gonna be the same around here without you,” Yorke said. “It was a good assignment.”

      “It sure was, Yorke,” Dale said as they walked away. “It’s been real.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Aspects of this novel relate to the concept of historical inaccuracies in the reporting of death and destruction from the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. Though fictitious characters are shown to make related historical discoveries in the events of the novel, the real-life historian who discovered the most stunning discrepancies was Gladys Hansen. Interested individuals can research Hansen’s findings (as well as those of other researchers) online or through her texts.

      Sadly, Hansen passed away in 2017—but not before the city of San Francisco, using Hansen’s research, changed their official records on the 100th anniversary of the earthquake in 2006.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Asa Hendrix leaned into the man’s ear and whispered, “Kill him now.”

      The words felt like silk as they left his lips. Silky and divine. They were dark words, certainly, so the tone, intonation, and rhythm needed to be perfect. That’s why he’d served them up so delectably. Like an aged wine in exquisite crystal. Like a fine cut of steak, perfectly seasoned. Like a single chocolate from a high-end chocolatier, presented on a small, porcelain platter—lightly dusted with cocoa powder, perfectly formed, and encasing a truffle center that’s airy, fluffy, buttery. Silky.

      Asa had made a life out of words. Not a career. A life. He’d had too many setbacks and pitfalls to ever have something that could be labeled a true “career.” Too many new beginnings, too many fresh starts. But he was a survivor, and through it all, words were what kept him alive—his ability to bend words to his will, to use their power to bend people to his will.

      The current receptor of his words was one Cody Ellis. A local. Age twenty-four, making him exactly twenty years younger than Asa. Cody was short and slight yet muscular, lean, zero fat. The kind of kid who’s lifted weights for years and eats thousands of calories a day but just can’t put on size, finally learning to accept the fact that he’s going to be skinny forever. Asa had noted two male body types in this, his native land—scrawny and bulbous.

      But there was something different about Cody’s scrawniness. In his face. He didn’t have the same lean, hollow cheeks and sunken eyes of so many of the locals. His face was fuller and softer. Big eyes with long lashes. Small lips. His was a face that, upon first look, conveyed a bit of innocence. But Asa had seen through it. There was something darker deep down in those eyes. Something very dark indeed. There was a killer in there. Asa just needed to bring him out.

      Cody was sweaty, and his skin was even a bit paler than normal as he looked down the barrel of his pistol at the other man, gagged and tied to a chair. The man wore a dark, SWAT-style uniform, and he was sweating even more than Cody. He shouted through his gag. Pleading. Wide, panicked eyes.

      They were in the small barn on the backside of the property. Inside were the groundskeepers’ effects—lawnmowers, wheelbarrows, grass seed, rakes—which gave a smell both earthy and mechanical to the cold, dusty air. Asa would normally take matters like this downstairs into the barn’s basement, but there was no need. No one was in the nearby cabin that evening. He, Cody, and the stranger were the only people for at least a mile.

      Asa looked at the gun in Cody’s hand. It remained pointed at the stranger. But it hadn’t yet spit out a bullet. It just sat there, shaking slightly.

      Asa was going to need to use a few more magic words. This part of his plan couldn’t fail. He needed one special person whom he could trust. He needed a soldier. Asa had spent two years assembling his followers, a small army. But they were an army in numbers only. They’d certainly follow Asa into danger, but they’d never kill anyone.

      Of these followers, Asa had, in recent weeks, selected a few to be his inner circle. Those most devoted to him. This was the entourage he was going to need to fulfill his plan. But they, too, would stop short of murder.

      Asa himself was no murderer. He didn’t have the guts for it, and, besides, smart people didn’t fight battles. They sent people to fight battles for them. They persuaded other people to bloody up their hands. Smart people used silky words.

      Cody was Asa’s latest choice for his inner circle. He had been there at the earliest meetings nearly two years ago, and he quickly became one of Asa’s most fervent supporters. It wasn’t only Cody’s gusto that told Asa this was his man. It was Cody’s mind. His simple, pure, hoodwinked mind.

      This man was Asa’s killer.

      As part of the initiation into his inner circle, Asa tested the new recruits, made them do something truly heinous to assess their resolve. They’d all passed their tests quite easily. This really shouldn’t have surprised Asa as much as it had, knowing how brainwashed they were—and having been the one who did the brainwashing. Yet it still confounded him to see how completely people were willing to give up their sovereignty, their dignity, their pride. Their souls.

      But none of them had been asked to do as much as he was asking of Cody right now. Asa’s most special follower needed an extra special test—and so far Cody was failing. So Asa would give him the extra push he needed.

      More words. More silk.

      Asa leaned closer to him again. “There are those who are willing to do what they must. And then there are those who are willing to do what is necessary.”

      Asa had come up with that phrase on the fly. But it sounded dynamic. Like something from a famous philosopher. Or a general. Or a line from one of Asa’s old speeches.

      And it did the trick.

      Cody took a deep breath.

      The stranger shook his head, eyes going even wider, screaming through his gag.

      And Cody fired.

      A crack blasted through the walls of the barn. Horribly loud.

      Blood sprayed. The man’s damaged head fell to his chest.

      Cody’s arm shook harder now. His mouth was open. A look of bewilderment on his face as he slowly lowered the gun to his side.

      Initial shock. He’d get over it. Asa had no doubt of that. There was resolve in Cody Ellis. And a deep darkness. That’s why Asa had chosen him.

      Asa had found his assassin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty miles away. Downtown Knoxville.

      Things were going really well for Dale Conley.

      Right before all hell broke loose.

      He sat at an ornate, wrought iron table, waiting for his date to return. They’d ordered their meals, exchanged a few pleasantries, and she’d apologetically excused herself to go to the bathroom. The table was outside, and Dale glanced up at the stars in the black sky between the city’s cement walls. He adjusted his leather jacket. It was cool outside, almost cold, but not oppressively so. Refreshing. Just enough to chill the tip of his nose. Under his jacket, Dale wore a dark brown dress shirt, tucked into his 501s. The shirt’s collar was a bit wide but not so wide that it strayed into butterfly collar territory. Dale had worn butterfly collars a couple times in the past and felt rather goofy doing so.

      The restaurant was called The Missing Wink, and it was on Gay Street, a main thoroughfare running through the tall buildings of downtown. Gay Street was a nightlife destination and just as happy of a place as its moniker suggested, with plenty of restaurants and stores and an overall sense of goodhearted joy. A block in front of Dale was the massive sign for the Tennessee Theatre, lit up magnificently against the nighttime sky with TENNESSEE written vertically along five stories of the ten-story building that housed its entrance. The letters jutted out over the sidewalk, blazing white and encircled by a loop of bright bulbs, all of which blasted light onto the streetscape. At the entrance below, a crowd was queued up, buying tickets for whatever excitement was going on that night. Dale had taken an immediate interest in the historic venue and discovered that the so-called “movie palace” had been built in 1928, seated nearly 2,000, was home to a famed and beloved Wurlitzer Organ, and was lavishly designed in the short-lived Moorish Revival style, accented by an eclectic mix of other design influences from around the world: French chandeliers, Czechoslovakian crystals, Italian flooring, Asian carpeting.

      It was a few minutes past eight. People strolled by on the sidewalk to Dale’s right. Everyone wore coats, bundled up against the evening’s chill. Laughing. Happy conversations. Couples arm-in-arm. Just past the foot traffic was the automobile traffic on Gay Street. The cars crept along slowly, peacefully. No one was in a rush.

      Dale took in a deep breath, savored the experience. Things would get chaotic soon. They always did with his assignments. But for this briefest of moments, he could relax.

      It was then that he saw the sinister-looking man eyeballing him from across the street.

      Dale’s heart jumped.

      The man was casually leaning against a wall on the opposite side of Gay Street. As the people flowed around him, he remained stationary.

      With his eyes locked on Dale.

      The man didn’t look homeless, but he was a bit disheveled. Like he needed a bath, a decent meal, and a good night’s sleep. He was average height, maybe a tad short. White. He wore a nice-looking—though crumpled—pair of Levi’s along with a mustard-colored turtleneck covered by a red flannel. His hair was dark brown and parted but in need of a combing. His full beard was much lighter than his hair and reddish in color. Some guys simply had different colors of facial and head hair, Dale realized, but the mismatch instantly made Dale’s brain flash on a single word: fake. Dale himself often wore fake mustaches and beards in his line of work.

      As the man looked away, Dale’s better judgement prevailed. He was just being paranoid. Yes, that had to be it. But he’d forgive himself his paranoia because he had more than enough cause for it—given the only reason he’d suddenly found himself in Tennessee was a cryptic message he’d received, a message that he only partly understood. When he woke up that morning in Washington, D.C., it had been a normal day in what was supposed to be a short break in between assignments.

      Then he got the phone call.

      His office had found a mysterious message in the classified ads of the Washington Inquisitor newspaper. And it seemed to be addressed to Dale, which was incredibly perplexing—and disturbing—because no one was supposed to know who Dale was or whom he worked for. He’d been called into the office, and after examining the message, Dale determined that he needed to get on a plane to Knoxville en route to Oak Ridge.

      So while his day had begun with plans to go to the gym, have a run around the Mall, and make his approximately two-millionth visit to the National Museum of American History, the end of the day found him 500 miles away in Knoxville, Tennessee, waiting on his date to return to his table and wondering if the man across the street was out to get him.

      Life’s funny.

      He took his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out the scrap of newspaper—his copy of the mysterious note. He pulled his attention away from the man on the other side of the street and examined the note yet again.
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      It was a puzzle, loaded with clues. And while Dale had figured out the note’s hidden message, he still hadn’t the slightest idea who sent it.

      Dale looked up to see his date leaving the restaurant and walking up to his table. She smiled at him — big, toothy, and happy. But also a bit nervous. Dale had gotten the impression that she didn’t go on many dates, and his brazen invitation had surely caught her off guard.

      But she’d said yes.

      Penny Whitworth was tall—about five-foot-eight—with medium brown hair, a curvaceous figure, and an adorable face with round cheeks, prominent cheekbones, and ever-present dimples resting on either side of her perpetual, 100-watt smile. Her sparkly eyes had a cat-like quality, marrying up with an overall presence of slight felineness. She wore a button-up, white shirt with three-quarter length sleeves and a short skirt—plaid with colors of white, dark brown, and a hint of yellow. Her tights were canary yellow, and her block heels were glossy white, strappy, and tall. And altogether lovely. Dale had a thing for heels.

      “Sorry about that,” Penny said as she pulled out the heavy, iron chair across from Dale and sat.

      Dale put his wallet away. He leaned around the table and looked at her heels then back to her. “Those are some shoes.”

      She smiled brighter. “Thank you! I just got them, but they’re already my favorites. I really splurged on them.” She bit her lip with faux embarrassment.

      “They were worth every penny, Penny.”

      She groaned. “Yeah, I’ve never heard gags like that before.” But she continued to smile. “So … you just got into town an hour ago, and you’re already on a date. You move fast.”

      Before Dale replied, he glanced to the other side of the street again. Redbeard was still leaning against the wall. And he was watching Dale again.

      Dale looked back to Penny. “What can I say? When you check into your hotel and there’s a pretty girl waiting in line behind you, you gotta make your move. Life’s short.”

      “You’re new in town, too?” she said and brushed a hair away from her eye. She had long bangs, all the way to her eyebrows, and the rest of her hair fell just below her shoulders.

      “Only a short visit, I’m afraid. I live in D.C. And I’ll actually be working over in Oak Ridge. I’ll get a motel there tomorrow. I’m beat from traveling, so I wanted a nice hotel for my first night. My boss won’t mind.”

      This was, of course, stretching the truth a tad. Hell, it was straight-up false. Dale’s boss, Walter Taft, was going to have a conniption fit when he got the bill for Dale’s first night in Tennessee. Dale had picked a damn nice hotel, and Taft’s cheapskatedness was the stuff of legend. Songs were written about it.

      Penny’s smile dropped a bit for the first time. It didn’t disappear; it just dimmed, went down to about 60 watts. “Oh. So you’re not staying in the area?”

      It was clear that she was disappointed by the seeming lack of potential for their date given the distance between their homes, which made it even more apparent that going on this date had been a big deal for her.

      “Well … no,” Dale said. “But my job requires me to travel a lot. I don’t consider distance a barrier.”

      What Dale had just said could easily have been interpreted as a smooth line devoid of substance. But he’d meant it. Dale had immediately been able to tell what a genuine soul Penny was, and though Dale was a notorious serial-dater, she was just the sort of girl who was worth investing serious thought into. Long-distance be damned.

      The smile brightened again. “I’ve been staying at the hotel for a week now,” Penny said. “Learning my way around town, finding a place to stay. I start my new job tomorrow. A nurse.”

      “Nurse, huh?” Dale said and pumped his eyebrows. “I like scrubs.”

      Penny chuckled. “Scrubs? Seriously?”

      “They’re surprisingly sexy.”

      “I think you’d change your tune if you saw—or smelled—me in mine after a twelve-hour shift. So what’s in Oak Ridge?”

      “Do you know your history, Penny?”

      She gave him another faux-embarrassed look. “I’m afraid history was my weakest subject.”

      Dale felt the tingly excitement of an impromptu history lesson coming on. “Oak Ridge has a fascinating history. It didn’t even exist a few decades ago. It was created by the government during World War II as part of the Manhattan Project, our development of the nuclear bomb. Its existence was kept completely secret from the public until the war was over, which is why it’s called the Secret City. And a major nuclear weapons facility called Y-12 still exists there to this day—though what exactly they do at the facility, I don’t know.”

      Penny nodded her head, impressed. “And what will you be doing in Oak Ridge?”

      “I’m … consulting.”

      “Consulting, huh?” she said, narrowing her kitty-cat eyes and tilting one side of her smile mischievously. “So Oak Ridge manufactures nuclear weaponry on the down-low—still a ‘secret’ city, very hush-hush—and when I asked you what you’re doing there, your first inclination was to tell me about its nuclear history. And you’re vague about your job. Annnnd you live in Washington, D.C. I think maybe your ‘consulting’ work is something you’re not permitted to tell me about, Dale.”

      Dale smiled and nodded appreciatively. “You might be right.”

      He admired how quickly she had been able to draw her conclusion. Penny was sharp.

      “So tell me about yourself, Dale Conley.”

      “Well, where do I begin?” Dale said. “I’m the kind of guy who…”

      He trailed off. Because he’d glanced over at Redbeard again—and saw that the man was still staring at him.

      “What is it?” Penny said.

      “There’s a guy across the street. Been staring at me since we got here. Don’t turn around.”

      Penny turned around.

      “In the flannel shirt? Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive. And he’s backing away now.”

      The man had seen them looking at him, made eye contact with Dale, and started inching away.

      Dale stood up.

      Penny’s smile finally dropped. “What are you doing? That guy could be a nut!”

      “Be right back.”

      Dale pushed through the restaurant’s tables and slipped through the foot traffic then approached the street, never taking his eyes off the other man.

      But Redbeard took his eyes off Dale.

      And bolted.

      He rushed down the sidewalk, worming his way through the crowd.

      A car passed in front of Dale. As soon as it had cleared, Dale darted to the middle of the street and had to wait for another car to pass, coming the opposite direction. Slowly.

      “Come on, come on!”

      Redbeard was getting away. But Dale could track him via the disruption in the crowd on the sidewalk—people shouting, jumping out of his way.

      Dale was onto the opposite sidewalk. And running. He shouted  at the crowd in front of him. “Make way!”

      Dale considered going for his gun. But didn’t. There were too many people on the sidewalk whom he didn’t want to frighten. No need to create a panic. He’d hold off. For now.

      Ahead, Redbeard had gotten the jump on him. He had a lead of a block and a half. In front of Redbeard was a hot dog stand, and when he turned to take another look back at Dale, he ran right into it, falling to the cement.

      An amateur mistake. Redbeard had already been so sloppy to this point, letting Dale easily catch him spying on him. Evidently this guy was a bumbling fool. Whoever he was.

      Redbeard’s stumble gave Dale—who was now sprinting—a chance to catch up. He pushed past a group of elderly people, overly bundled for the chilly weather, and closed the gap to within a few feet.

      Redbeard scrambled to his feet, and before he darted off again, he looked back toward Dale. But he didn’t look at Dale. He looked past him. And a strange expression came upon his face before he quickly turned back around and reached full speed again.

      There was something about that expression. It was a look of recognition. And it made Dale steal a glance behind his back.

      And he saw another man. Running through the crowd. Looking right at Dale and coming straight toward him. He was tall, in his thirties or forties. Square-jawed. Thick stubble. Dark blonde hair and a deep widow’s peak. He wore a double-breasted jacket and brown corduroys. When his eyes met Dale’s, the guy pulled out a gun. People on the street screamed.

      Oh, shit.

      Farther behind the man with the widow’s peak, another man started sprinting after them. He too had a gun.

      Movement on the opposite side of the street. Dale turned. Another man with another gun who was also bolting after Dale.

      They’d set Dale up. Set a trap for him. And Dale had stepped right into it. Redbeard had been the bait that pulled Dale away from the restaurant, and now they were going to finish things with the other guys. Redbeard’s sloppiness had been intentional. This was a well coordinated attack.

      Now Dale had to go for his weapon. He pulled his tiny revolver—a Smith & Wesson Model 36—from its holster clipped to the back of his pants.

      More screams from the onlookers.

      Dale had gone from the hunter to the prey in one brief moment. And he needed to get the hell out of Dodge. There was a fancy-looking coffee shop to Dale’s right. No time to think. He ran in.

      Screaming. Panic. The smell of rich coffee beans. Growling espresso machines. Warm lighting. Brick walls with dark stained wood and copper adornments.

      Dale pushed through people fleeing the shop. He ran to the back, through the swinging door and into the florescent lighting of the kitchen. He positioned himself over the stainless steel order counter, looking back into the coffee shop through the open window. He aimed his gun at the front door.

      And he waited.

      The shop had cleared out. He was the only one there. If the men came through the door, Dale had the perfect angle to drop them—aim for the shoulders and then get some answers.

      The espresso machines had silenced. The shop was surprisingly quiet. The clock on the wall behind him ticked off the seconds. His hands were sweaty on the grips of the Smith. The kitchen was hot.

      Several moments passed. The clock ticked. Dale could see people cautiously eyeing the doorway from the other side of the street.

      But not a soul came through the door.

      Dale slowly eased away from the counter, back to the swinging door. He pushed through, keeping his gun leveled at the entrance.

      The tables were scattered, and there was spilled coffee and broken mugs on the floor along with half-eaten scones and fancy sandwiches. Dale’s motorcycle boots crunched the porcelain shards and splashed in the coffee puddles.

      At the doorway, he took a deep breath and darted back outside, swung his gun left then right, sweeping over Gay Street. This brought more panic, more fleeing among the nighttime crowds.

      The mysterious men pursuing him could be anywhere in the crowd or in the multi-story buildings surrounding him, leaning out a window, ready to snipe him. They could drop him whenever they wanted. Dale was a sitting duck.

      And, he realized, so was Penny.

      Penny!

      Dale sprinted back toward The Missing Wink, which was now a couple blocks away from him, yelling out to the people still loitering on the sidewalk.

      “Move! Move!”

      He ran through the bright light of the Tennessee Theatre’s sign and saw Penny ahead, still sitting at the wrought iron table, though most everyone else at the restaurant had fled. Her eyes went wide when she saw his gun.

      He reached out his hand as he approached.

      “Holding hands on the first date?” she said. “You do move fast.”

      “Come on! We gotta get out of here.”

      He took her hand and yanked her out of her chair, her eyes growing wider yet. He pulled her along to the end of the block, tugging her around the corner. She stumbled in her lovely heels. Dale tried to accelerate to full speed, but she couldn’t keep up.

      He brought them to a stop. “Shoes.”

      Penny knelt and began to unstrap them. She fumbled with the complex straps in her haste.

      Dale bent and took hold of the straps of the right shoe, gave them a solid tug. They tore open along the seams in the back.

      “Hey! These cost fifty dollars!”

      “I’ll buy you a new pair,” Dale said as he ripped the other shoe.

      Penny slid out of the mangled shoes. They took off again, running now. Penny padded along, her feet covered only by her yellow tights.

      “I loved those shoes.”

      Another block, and Dale took them to the left. Then another block and to the right.

      They slowed down. Dale put his gun away. He looked behind them.

      Empty sidewalk.

      Ahead, Dale could see a crowd passing by on the next cross street. They came to a walk, turned the corner, and settled in behind the crowd.

      “I think we’re safe now,” he said as inconspicuously as he could.

      Penny turned to him with that smile of hers, breathing heavily. She’d been one hell of a good sport. Which made Dale like her even more.

      “So tell me,” she said. “What kind of consulting do you do?”
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        * * *

      

      Dale stood with Penny in the lavishly carpeted, cozy, dimly-lit hallway of their hotel. She had her back to the door of her room. Her hair was tussled. She was still catching her breath—and she was still smiling.

      She eyeballed him, not saying anything.

      “A penny for your thoughts, Penny?” Dale said.

      “You gotta stop doing that.” She looked at him for a moment longer, making some sort of assessment, then said, “I have to tell ya, this was the most unique first date I’ve ever had.”

      “Creative date ideas—it’s what sets me apart from the other guys.” Dale shrugged sheepishly and stepped closer to her, into the zone. He put a hand on her elbow

      She glanced down at his hand. “You’re the smoothest son of a gun I’ve ever met. Most guys would be stumbling over themselves to get into my pants, putting their paws all over me the whole night. But when you touch me … there’s something different there. I trust you somehow.”

      “So that means you’re inviting me in for a nightcap? Excellent. I warn you, I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “Ha! Nice try, bub. No invitation. But … if you have time while you’re still in the area ‘consulting,’ I’d love to see you again.”

      She leaned in and kissed him. Smiled. And disappeared into her room.

      Dale stood there for a moment, both savoring the aftereffect of the kiss and wondering how the hell things had turned out so well for him.

      He left and headed for the stairwell. His room was two stories higher. He’d skip the elevator, get in the steps, a bit of extra exercise.

      And then he would ponder whether armed men were going to be chasing him the entire time he was in Tennessee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus Sloane was back on Gay Street, in a phone booth. He had the receiver pinned between his shoulder and ear. He ran a hand absentmindedly through his shaggy hair, smoothing it from his recent bout of activity. With his widow’s peak, his bangs were constantly flopping into his face. He would have preferred to wear his hair a lot shorter. A crewcut. But his position required him to blend in with the crowd, and most men had shaggy hair these days. Much to Sloane’s chagrin.

      He looked through the plexiglas of the phone booth to the nighttime cityscape beyond. The crowds had returned, having recovered from the fright they’d received moments earlier. It was as though they’d completely forgotten about it. The merriment had recommenced. All smiles.

      The director’s voice spoke in Sloane’s ear—even, smooth, and with a bit of the depth and gravel that comes with age.

      “You almost had him?”

      His question had been straightforward. Matter-of-fact, not accusatory. That was one thing Sloane could always count on. The director’s trust. The man wasn’t judgmental. He knew Sloane was skilled, and he trusted Sloane’s command in the field. If Sloane hadn’t caught his man, the director wasn’t going to chew him out.

      “Yes, sir,” Sloane said. “And we’re trying to figure out why he was in Knoxville and not Oak Ridge.”

      The director breathed in. Sloane could picture him scratching behind his ear, a habit of his when he was giving things a moment’s consideration.

      “That’s certainly something to be watching,” the director said finally. Another slight pause. “Get your men back to Oak Ridge. And once you find him again, don’t let him out of your sight.”

      “We’ll be his living shadows, sir,” Sloane said.
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      So this is what a nuclear weapons facility looks like, Dale thought.

      He was in a small, dingy room with a battered coffee machine flanked by a pair of equally worn vending machines. On the table in front of him was a steaming coffee in one of those paper cups with playing cards printed on the side. A hand of poker. Dale’s cup had a straight flush. He wondered if he’d won anything.

      He was by himself. Locked in the room. For twenty-six long minutes. He’d been closely monitoring the clock on the wall. Aside from the hum of the vending machines, the clock’s ticking was the only noise.

      The relative silence was broken by a metallic clack, the door being unlocked from the other side. It swung open, and in walked a man in his fifties carrying a briefcase. He had gray-blue eyes and fading blonde hair, bangs to his eyebrows. It was a rather stylish haircut, but from the looks of his drab dress clothes—brown suit pants; a short-sleeve dress shirt with tie; big, ugly glasses—any style points were accidental. He had a serious expression. A bit frazzled. With a smile, he could be a kindly young grandfather, but, as he was, he just looked at Dale, breathed in for a moment as though tempering some sort of frustration, and stepped up to him.

      Dale stood.

      “Agent Conley?” the man said. “Roy Becker.”

      They shook hands. Becker had a strong grip.

      “Nice to meet you,” Dale said. “Becker, huh? German name. You know, someone in your lineage was a—”

      “A baker. Yes, I know.”

      Becker made an impatient motion with his hand and pulled out the chair opposite of where Dale had been sitting.

      So much for introductions.

      As Dale sat back down, he caught Becker’s gaze and noticed a strange look on the man’s face. At first, Dale’s mind went to the frustration that other members of federal law enforcement frequently had when paired with him—a frustration that came from suddenly being forced to work with someone from a covert and unknown agency. Dale’s arrival often came as an unwanted interruption for people who didn’t have much time to spare.

      But that wasn’t all Dale was seeing in Becker’s peculiar expression. There was something else, another layer. It was almost like Becker was trying to figure Dale out.

      Very bizarre.

      Dale broke the ice. “This is some security you got here, Becker. I haven’t been felt up like that since the last time I went to Tijuana.”

      It was a bit of a test. A gag. An immature quip to see how Becker would react. Would Becker laugh? Would he return the volley with some humorous repartee of his own?

      Becker didn’t crack a smile.

      “We have to take security extremely seriously around here,” Becker said. “I’m sure you can understand. Which is why I’m floored that you were able to come here and get direct access to me. As the head of security police, most people can’t even arrange a meeting with me. You have some powerful friends, Conley. But I want you to understand what kind of operation I’m running. I have 500 security officers here at Y-12. Armored vehicles, anti-aircraft guns. And we’re permitted to use lethal force. A small army. We call ourselves ‘the Fort Knox of Uranium.’ We’re protecting some of the nation’s most valuable secrets and some of the worlds most powerful, most destructive technology. So you’ll forgive us for ‘feeling you up.’”

      “What do you do here, exactly?” Dale said.

      Becker hesitated.

      “Listen,” Dale said. “I’m going to be working with you side-by-side until I conclude my investigation. You’re required to assist me in whatever way I need. All I want is an inkling of what I’m dealing with.”

      Becker hesitated again. He took in a breath and smoothed out his feathery hair. “We’re a massive group of federal facilities—the Oak Ridge Reservation. The ORR. Where we’re sitting right now, Y-12, is a nuclear weapons manufacturing and storage facility housing the nation’s enriched uranium supply. There are two other major campuses in the reservation. One of those is K-25 Gaseous Diffusion Plant, a uranium enrichment processing facility.”

      Dale took a sip of his coffee and said, “Y-12 and K-25 were major pieces in putting together the bombs during World War II.”

      “Correct. There’s also Oak Ridge National Laboratory, the largest science and energy lab in the Department of Energy. All said, we cover 35,000 acres. As the head of the Federal Protective Forces for the ORR, I’m responsible for the security of the whole thing. And I’m a busy man.”

      Dale raised a hand. “I’m not here to interfere with your operations. But I will need your full cooperation until the situation is resolved.”

      “So I was told. And what exactly is the situation? The details I was given were really damn sparse.”

      “I got this message yesterday morning. It was in the classified ads of the Washington Inquisitor.”

      Dale pulled his wallet from his back pocket, retrieved the scrap of paper, and handed it across the table.
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      Becker looked at it. “So this is the infamous newspaper message.”

      “Yup,” Dale said. “As to who sent the message and why … I wish I knew. But I can tell you what it means.”

      Becker made a little motion with his hand that said, Let’s hear it.

      “Only eleven words, but loaded with clues. First you have ‘ATTENTION: D.C.’, which was clearly meant to look like it was addressing the citizens of Washington, D.C., since it was in a Washington paper, but it’s actually referring to—”

      “You,” Becker said. “Dale Conley. Your initials followed parenthetically by your organizations’ initials. BEI, the Bureau of Esoteric Investigation.”

      He looked impatient again.

      “Right,” Dale said. “That’s the easy part. That’s the part that got our attention. Next, you have ‘Groves’ Secret.’ As you clearly know, General Leslie Groves was the head of the Manhattan Project, and since ‘Secret’ is capitalized, it’s referring to the Secret City of Oak Ridge, one of the three principal Manhattan Project locations. Groves’ Secret City.

      “‘Volunteer’ is also capitalized, so not only is the message asking me to volunteer my assistance, but it’s also solidifying the location as Oak Ridge, since Tennessee is the Volunteer State.

      “Finally, a little added bonus—the school nickname for the nearby University of Tennessee in Knoxville is ‘Volunteers’ as well, erasing any doubt that the message is referring to Oak Ridge.” Dale smiled at the note as he read it over again. “It really is a clever little message.”

      Becker put a hand to his forehead, still impatient. “So this is what you do, huh? Solve riddles?”

      It was time for Dale to be a smartass.

      He gave Becker big bright eyes and a second-grader’s toothy grin. He nodded enthusiastically. “That and a whole lot of fightin’. Oh, and occasionally they let me use my car’s flashy lights and siren. Golly, it sure is fun!”

      Dale sensed quite a bit of tension already between the two of them, and in his experience, the best way to defuse tension was to crack wise. But Becker still was having none of it. He continued to look at Dale with that odd expression that wasn’t quite hostile, wasn’t quite negative.

      Becker slid the scrap of newspaper to Dale then leaned back in his chair, rested his hands on his stomach. “Do you know what happened here yesterday, Conley?”

      Dale shook his head as he returned his wallet to his pocket. “I got the note yesterday morning. I discussed it with my agency. And by last night, I was in Knoxville. I haven’t a clue about anything that happened here.”

      “One of my guys disappeared. They found his car. Abandoned. We patrolled the city, the whole area. No sign of him. I’ve never lost a guy before, let alone had one simply vanish. And less than three hours later I get a phone call from D.C. The Department of Justice is sending an agent to my facility. Because he got a creepy note in a newspaper. An agent from some covert group I’ve never heard of. The Bureau of Esoteric Investigation. And I’m supposed to give him my complete cooperation and assist him however I can. Put yourself in my shoes, Conley. How does that sound?”

      “What are you implying?”

      “Nothing. But it’s all very weird. Especially since we’re at a boiling point with the protests.”

      Dale nodded. “I had to drive through a huge group of them to get into the facility. There must’ve been fifty people outside your gate. Signs, screaming, peace symbols. What’s it all about?”

      “It all ties back to John Hendrix. Ever heard of him?”

      Dale shook his head.

      “He was the ‘Prophet of Oak Ridge.’ An area local. A soothsayer, if you believe in that sort of thing,” Becker said. “Now, remember, Oak Ridge didn’t exist before the war. The government created it for the Manhattan Project. Hendrix supposedly predicted Oak Ridge’s creation. He had mystical visions that told him the land would someday house a facility that would help end the greatest war ever.”

      “And when did Hendrix have these visions?” Dale said without looking up from the notes he was scribbling on his notepad.

      “At the turn of the century. Some forty years before Oak Ridge was built.”

      Dale stopped writing, looked up.

      Dale heard a lot of conspiracy theories in his line of work. He dealt with very fringe people with odd fascinations and relationships with history. Naturally, he’d come across his fair share of supposed prophets. But if what Becker had said about John Hendrix’s prophecies was true, this was the most accurate prophet with whom Dale had been associated.

      “Turn of the century…” Dale said. “So what does this have to do with the protests?”

      “For the last two years, a guy here in Oak Ridge named Asa Hendrix has claimed to be the long-lost descendant of John Hendrix. And he’s making new prophecies. He holds meetings on the edge of town, out in the woods.”

      Becker opened his briefcase, took out a manila folder, and handed Dale a photograph.

      It showed a man at a podium. The angle was awkward, and the image was slightly blurred. It had clearly been taken in an incognito fashion. The man was middle-aged with salt-and-pepper hair. Brown eyes. A handsome, tan face with dimples. Smiling. Almost smirking. He wore a brown suit with the trendy, safari-style pockets and a pale yellow shirt with butterfly collars. He was clearly in the middle of a speech. Just visible at the bottom of the image were the heads and shoulders of crowd members watching him.

      Dale set the photo on the table. “Taken at one of his meetings?”

      “That’s right. We’ve infiltrated a few.”

      “What do we know about him?”

      “Next to nothing. He’s in his early to mid forties, claims to be from the area and in John Hendrix’s bloodline. That’s all we got.”

      “And what’s the new Hendrix boy prophesying?”

      “That the ORR is poisoning the planet.”

      “Is it true?”

      “Frankly, yes. There’s a lot of contamination that’s going to need cleanup for decades. For the first year, Hendrix was only preaching to a few locals. But this last year, things have exploded because of an ongoing conference in Knoxville. The Conference for Laws and Ethics Against Nuclear. Or CLEAN.”

      “Cute,” Dale said.

      “Environmentalists from around the world. And ones with deep pockets. They’ve rented out a whole floor of office space in the Hamilton National Bank building for their meetings. The conference is headed by someone who calls himself The Guide. He’s never been seen. No one knows his name. He’s even more of a mystery than Asa Hendrix. And he keeps sending more and more people out here to Oak Ridge to attend the Asa Hendrix meetings. It’s getting them all riled up. Those protesters you saw at the gates—there are more of them every day.”

      Dale scratched out a final note and dropped his pencil on the notepad. “The Guide and Asa Hendrix are working together but toward what end?”

      Becker shrugged. “What do any protestors hope to truly accomplish?”

      “I wouldn’t dismiss them entirely,” Dale said. “Words are the most powerful weapon of all.”

      He looked at his notes and grinned.

      “What’s with the smile?”

      “Because this is why I’m here,” Dale said, pointing at the notes. “When you got the call, how much did they tell you about the BEI?”

      “Only that you’re a group of covert experts.”

      “Right. Experts in specialized fields. I specialize in history and puzzles. Primarily history.”

      “History…” Becker said and strummed his fingers on the table. Any bit of that peculiar expression that Becker had been wearing had completely vanished, replaced now by total skepticism.

      Dale ignored it. “That’s right. Whoever sent the note knew about me and about the BEI. So they’re clearly trying to bring my attention to the historical aspect. This John Hendrix/Asa Hendrix issue is the tip of the iceberg. I’ll begin research. And I’m going to assume you’re keeping tabs on the schedule of Asa Hendrix’s meetings? When’s the next one?”

      “Tonight. They meet at 8 PM. On the edge of town at a resort cabin.”

      “Excellent. We’ll check it out. Meet me here at 7:30.”

      “Conley, I’m the ORR’s head of security. Hendrix is some nut who’s been preaching in the woods for two years. I already have people I send out there who—”

      “‘Full cooperation.’ Remember?” Dale said with an obnoxious smile.

      Becker sighed. “Why do I have a feeling you’re going to keep saying that?”
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      A pamphlet fell on Dale’s stack of books.

      “There’s also this. Probably not helpful,” Ursula said with a bashful smile.

      Ursula was a roundish, middle-aged woman with goofy hair, plain, billowy clothing, and a thick Southern accent. She was a librarian, and she’d been very helpful with Dale’s research. Dale had been greasing the wheels with a little bit of charm.

      Dale was at the Oak Ridge Public Library, which sat at the edge of a city park. It was a small library but plenty big for a city of only 28,000. Its dark gray cement walls—both interior and exterior—were imprinted with woodgrain texture. Dale assumed this was from the wet cement having been poured into wooden molds. It gave the building a unique look. There were a few other people in the library at this late-morning hour. Coughs, pencil scratchings, the sound of the doors opening and closing in the distance.

      The pamphlet that Ursula had placed before Dale was titled “The Prophet of Oak Ridge.” Below the title was a simple line drawing of an old-fashioned Appalachian man followed by some text. Dale quickly scanned over the pamphlet and saw that it was largely the same information he’d already gathered.

      Dale looked up at Ursula and smiled. “Okay, so let me make sure I got all this right. John Hendrix was an area local. Born right at the end of the Civil War. As a young man, his daughter died, and his wife blamed him for it. So she left him.”

      “Right,” Ursula said. “She left the state and took their surviving kids with her.”

      “Hendrix was a broken man,” Dale continued. “He got into mysticism and religion, wandered the woods. And then he started telling people about visions he’d had. A voice told him to lay with his head on the ground for forty nights and he would be shown the future of the area. And, if legend is to be believed, after those forty nights, Hendrix accurately predicted that the empty hills would someday house massive facilities that would help to end mankind’s greatest war.”

      “That about sums it up,” Ursula said with a wink as she turned to leave.

      Dale called after her. “Oh, Ursula. Maybe you can help me with one other thing.”

      She smiled and quickly returned.

      Dale took the picture of Asa Hendrix that he’d gotten from Becker out of a folder and handed it to her.

      “You’ve helped me with John Hendrix,” he said. “What can you tell me about Asa Hendrix?”

      Ursula’s expression went from playfully awkward to a bit dark.

      “Well, see, it’s a bit of a contentious thing around town. He’s a prophet too. John Hendrix’s great-great-nephew. Been givin’ speeches about his visions for these last two years.”

      “That’s what I hear. Have you been to any of the meetings?”

      Ursula shook her head.

      “Do you know what happens at these meetings?”

      “They say he gives long descriptions of the visions he’s received. About all the pollution from Y-12 and K-25, how it’s gonna kill us all. And he gets donations.”

      “Donations, huh?”

      It was the first indication of the almighty dollar in Dale’s nascent investigation. Which was a good thing. It meant that Dale was headed in the right direction. Follow the money, as they say.

      “So this Asa Hendrix started telling people about his visions two years ago,” Dale said. “Where did he come from? Did he just show up in town one day and start preaching?”

      “Oh, no. He’s a local. Just like John Hendrix was.”

      “A local…” Dale said and looked away for a moment. When he turned back to her, he reached out for the photograph, and she handed it back to him. “Could I see your high school yearbooks?”

      “You ain’t gonna find him in a yearbook. He was homeschooled.”

      Becker had told Dale that his office knew next to nothing about Asa Hendrix. If he was homeschooled, that would certainly explain why. There were still people in the hills of Appalachia who could live almost entirely disconnected from mainstream society.

      But, still, something was nagging at Dale. Something didn’t feel right. His instinct was poking him, whispering in his ear. He needed to keep digging.

      “Nonetheless,” he said, “could I see the books?”

      He gave her that grin that she liked so much. More charm.

      She smiled and looked away. “Of course.”

      She left again.

      While Dale waited on the yearbooks, he pondered what he knew about Asa Hendrix to that point. An enigmatic speaker, gaining followers, making bold claims, professing a familial connection to a long-dead prophet who had given eerily accurate predictions.

      Dale wasn’t a believer in hocus-pocus, so he’d already filed Asa Hendrix under the column labeled Bullshitting Charlatans. Dale had more than his fair share of experience with charlatans in his line of work, but his most impacting interaction with such a person had come long before he even joined the BEI.

      In his previous life, Dale had been a reporter for a tabloid publication. He and an intern photographer had gone deep undercover in a mysterious organization called the Collective Agricultural Experiment—the CAE—headed by the charismatic and completely dangerous Glenn Downey. The CAE was a place of brainwashing and terror, and it ended in disaster. The entire operation was under Downey’s complete control. His mind games. His poisonous words.

      Dale knew very little about Asa Hendrix and his followers to this point, but he was already feeling the echoes of the CAE. When he’d first seen the photograph of Hendrix, Dale had replaced the man’s face in his mind with that of Glenn Downey. Even though all the signs had pointed Dale in the direction of investigating Asa Hendrix, at this time there was no clue of any wrongdoing on Hendrix’s part. And Dale wasn’t one to prejudge. He prided himself on his objectivity and fairness.

      Still, he couldn’t deny his gut reaction. Mindless, subjective, emotionally-based groupthink bothered Dale immensely, sliced into him, right to his very core. And those charismatic vipers who used groupthink to their advantage—masking themselves behind lofty ideals and meaningful causes and time-honored institutions—were some of the most dangerous people on the planet.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later. Dale had thoroughly explored Oak Ridge’s high school yearbooks and found nothing. Asa Hendrix was supposed to be in his early to mid forties, so Dale had examined the books from the 1950s. But he’d found no Asas. And not even a single Hendrix. Ursula had been right.

      He leaned away from the materials, rubbed his eyes. Dale’s table faced a bright window that looked out upon the park. It had been gloomy earlier in the morning, but the sun was now out in full force. A sunny but brisk autumn day. The trees’ foliage was all yellow and orange and vibrant red. A few leaves drifted through the air, but most of them remained on the branches. This was prime tourist season here in the Smoky Mountain region—everyone coming to see the leaves.

      He looked back to the yearbook in front of him. Bright, hopeful faces. Black-and-white photos, faded. Old-fashioned clothes.

      Dale wasn’t ready to give up the search for Asa Hendrix.

      Middle names, perhaps?

      He began again, at the beginning of the stack, and within a few minutes he’d found something.

      Darrell Asa Lutz.

      Dale brought the picture of Asa Hendrix next to the picture of eighteen-year-old Darrell Asa Lutz. He looked back and forth between the two.

      Lutz wasn’t a dead ringer for Asa Hendrix. Not by any means. But Lutz had aged about twenty-five years or so. People change a lot in a quarter century.

      And the two did bear a resemblance…

      Dale scanned over the list of information next to Lutz’s photograph. As a high school senior, Lutz had planned on going to college to study international relations and communications.

      Dale pushed the yearbook away and crossed his arms, looked up to the ceiling.

      “Communications…” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The fall foliage draped over both sides of the road as Dale slowly ascended the hill. Up close, the brightly-colored leaves looked even more vibrant than they had at the library. Brilliant yellows, deep reds, burning oranges. It made Dale smile a bit.

      But at the same time, he was fretful. The road was gravel, and gravel had a tendency to kick off of one’s tires and hit one’s vehicle. Dale simply couldn’t allow this to happen to his vehicle. So he was climbing the wee foothill mountain at a snail’s pace.

      Gravel could neither ding nor scratch Dale’s car. No, sir. Because this was no mere car. She was Arancia. Dale’s 3,000-pound angel, fallen directly from Heaven. His glorious De Tomaso Pantera, an Italian sports car with an American muscle car engine. Orange, she was, and gorgeous, and Dale loved her more than life itself. So he would take his time creeping up the slope.

      Besides, it gave him a few extra moments with the lovely leaves.
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        * * *

      

      At the top of the hill, Dale parked in a big gravel parking area that faced the massive, luxurious cabin. He stole a glance back at Arancia as he walked toward the building. She looked good with the brightly-colored foliage behind her. Really good. The orange of her paint paired well with the oranges, yellows, and reds of the leaves. Her muscular form glistened in the sunlight. Sweeping, sexy curves. Metal and rubber and glass. Delicious. Picture-perfect. Like something straight out of a car calendar.

      Dale’s boots crunched in the deep gravel as he approached the cabin. It was two stories with a gabled roof and was constructed of gigantic timbers, varnished and golden. Set into these timbers were huge banks of windows. Everything was pristine and perfect and reeked of money. It was like the “cabins”—mansions would be a more fitting term—Dale had seen in the relatively nearby Gatlinburg/Pigeon Forge/Sevierville area.

      The landscaping was brand-new. Bushes and decorative grasses and young trees held up by guide wires, all set in thick mounds of mulch which made the air smell strongly of cedar. A small sign with the landscaper’s name and telephone number was displayed next to one of the trees.

      Dale climbed the steps to the massive front porch, which was home to a half-dozen oversized rocking chairs, crafted in such a way as to look rustic but not let you forget that they cost a hundred dollars apiece. He took a look to either side and saw that farther away on the edge of the mountain were other similar cabins, all of which were still under construction. Dale determined this must be a new resort area similar to those in Gatlinburg but slightly farther away. Probably less expensive and definitely less crowded.

      Dale approached a set of huge, glossy doors, each of which had an opaque window with copper trim. He rang the doorbell and heard the muffled sound of a melodic chime from within the cabin. He waited. A few moments passed. He tried the doorbell a second time and rapped his knuckle on the door. Waited. Again there was no answer.

      He stepped a few feet to the left toward a large set of windows. The drapes were drawn, but there was a gap between them. He cupped his hands over his eyes and looked in. Through the crack in the drapes, he could see an expansive living room with a high, vaulted ceiling. Rows of folding chairs filled the space. They faced the back of the room where there was a large dais. Three-foot, black speakers flanked the dais on either side, and in the center was a podium. Behind everything was a massive curtain—maybe fifteen feet tall—that stretched toward the high ceiling.

      After everything he had learned so far, Dale had assumed that Asa Hendrix’s meetings would be a lot quainter than this. Hell, he assumed they’d be rustic. He pictured a shack in the middle of nowhere. A wood-burning oven in the corner. Some old-timer wearing nothing but a pair of denim coveralls whistling out tales through his four remaining teeth and passing around a ceramic jug with XXX written on the side.

      Perhaps Dale had been stereotyping a tad. Because this setup was anything but rustic.

      And, since no one was around, Dale was going to take a closer look.

      He walked to the end of the porch and vaulted over the railing. The earth was steep on the side of the building, and he walked carefully to avoid sliding down the hill and into the surrounding woods. He rounded the corner. At the back side of the building, there was a bit of yard—steeply sloped, as it was on the side of the hill—and a corrugated metal barn in the back. Beside the barn was an old Dodge truck.

      Maybe someone was there after all. Dale put his hands over his mouth and yelled out toward the barn. “Hello? Anybody home?”

      No reply. The barn’s door didn’t open.

      Dale continued walking around the building. There was an elaborate back patio area with a stone-lined, built-in fire pit. Large, sliding-glass doors led directly from the cabin to this area. These doors weren’t covered by drapes like the front windows had been, but they were obscured by the glare of sunlight. If Dale could look through these doors, he could see what was on the back side of the curtain that divided the living room. He could literally take a look behind the scenes, get a glimpse of what happened on the other side of Hendrix’s podium. He stepped onto the brickwork, moved past some very elaborate outdoor furniture…

      … and felt something cold against the back of his neck.

      Metal.

      He immediately recognized what it was, solely by feel.

      It was a gun barrel.

      “This here’s private property. Who the hell are you?”

      A man’s voice. With a Southern accent as thick as Ursula’s back at the library.

      Dale’s mind slipped into stereotyping once more. He remembered the movie Deliverance. And poor Ned Beatty. Several unpleasant possibilities flashed through Dale’s thoughts. A cold sweat broke out across his forehead.

      He put his hands up. “Just a friend.”

      The gun barrel jabbed into Dale’s neck. He grunted. His head bent forward instinctually.

      “All right then, ‘friend.’ Let’s talk.”

      An arm reached around Dale’s neck.

      Ned Beatty’s fate flew through Dale’s mind again.

      Dale’s natural impulses set in, propelled him into instant retaliation.

      He threw his leg out and reached back to flip the man over it. But the man planted a foot in the ground, avoided the throw, punched Dale in the ribs.

      A quick sharp pain. Dale stumbled forward, and since the other man’s arm was still hooked around his neck, he dragged the other man with him. The man’s weight felt like nothing at all on Dale’s back. A small man.

      Dale jabbed a leg out again, this time farther back, and blindly reached behind him. He got a hold of the other man, hooking him under his armpits. He threw his weight to one side, got a hand on the barrel of the gun, and flipped the man over his hip.

      The man landed hard on the bricks.

      Dale’s estimation had been correct—he was indeed a small man. And young. Early to mid twenties. The man grimaced and twisted on the brickwork. He had a slight frame and soft features—smooth skin, long eyelashes, pink lips. His jaw, though, was quite square, which counterbalanced everything else. A very unique combination. And one he probably grew into. Dale pictured the guy getting bullied a lot as a kid.

      In the flurry of activity, Dale had wrangled the weapon from the other man. He now found a Remington 870 12-gauge in his hands. He aimed it at the man for a moment before thinking better of it. Now was time for diplomacy not aggression. Dale had trespassed, after all. He raised his hands again, the gun pointing into the sky, finger far away from the trigger.

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” the man said. There was anger in his tone. But it was trying desperately to hide his embarrassment.

      “Listen, I didn’t mean to intrude,” Dale said. “I heard this is where I can find Asa Hendrix. I came by to see about coming to the meeting tonight. Just trying to be proactive. My apologies.”

      The man took in a breath, nostrils flaring. “Fine.”

      Dale reached out a hand to help the man up.

      He looked at Dale’s hand for a moment, seething, still embarrassed. He finally grabbed Dale’s hand. Dale pulled him to his feet.

      “And sorry for dropping you. Natural reaction,” Dale said. He reached the shotgun carefully toward the man. A trusting look on his face. A peace offering.

      The man scowled as he snatched the gun from Dale’s hands. “Tonight. 8 PM. Here at this cabin. Don’t come back here till then.”
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      The sky had turned pinkish-purple and was starting to go dark as Roy Becker walked into his home, which was on the west side of Knoxville. The Farragut area. He lived in a well-to-do neighborhood, and his house was turn-of-the-century, thoroughly renovated with modern amenities.

      The house was dark. There was muffled noise in the distance. From the spare bedroom. A television.

      He put his keys on the hook, his briefcase on the kitchen countertop, and draped his coat over one of the chairs at the table. He shrugged off his suit jacket and folded it over his arm as he walked through the house toward the television sound.

      A pale, bluish light pulsated in the hall from the crack around the door of the spare bedroom in the back. Faint laughter. A sitcom laugh track.

      He steepled his fingers on the door and slowly pushed it open. The old black-and-white TV was on. The program had gone to commercial break—a local car dealership, some guy making a fool out of himself screaming about low, low prices. On the loveseat facing the TV was a blanketed mound. Nothing of her was visible. The blanket completely covered her. She often did that.

      On the small table by the loveseat were two bottles—rum and medication. The rum bottle was half empty. She’d bought it yesterday. The pill bottle was open.

      He walked over, re-capped the pills, and looked at the lump on his loveseat. He watched for movement. And saw some—the blanket slowly rising and lowering. She was breathing. He always checked. This was a daily occurrence. But still he always checked.

      He put his hand on the blanket, felt her warmth, her slow breaths.

      “I just stopped by to say hi,” he said. “Working late tonight.”

      The blanket continue to slowly rise and lower. A slight whistle from her nose.

      “I met someone today,” he continued. “Someone I think you’d really like. His name is Dale Conley.”

      No reply. Of course.

      He rubbed his hand over the peak of the blanket-mound. Her hip. He watched her for a moment. Then he turned off the TV and left.
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      Asa looked into the mirror, the same kind used backstage at theaters and movie sets—bright, round lightbulbs lining the sides.

      “The silent, slippery shoreman sheathed his shears,” he said, watching his eyes and lips in the reflection. He cleared his throat. Hummed. Then spoke again. “Raspy, rugged raspberries regularly receive resistance.”

      Vocal warmup. Something he’d done all his professional life—these last two years as a prophet foreseeing the future of Oak Ridge, Tennessee, and for many years before that in his previous careers.

      A silver tongue wasn’t all in the language, after all. There was the tone, the resonance. The sheer sound of it. And all of this needed to be maintained, practiced.

      A knock on the door.

      “Yes?”

      The door opened, and Cody Ellis entered. He wore a deadly serious expression, as he always did in Asa’s presence. It made Asa want to laugh out loud. Absolutely hilarious. Such sincerity. Such conviction. On that little girly face of his. And all of his stalwart dedication was related to the absolute nonsense that Asa had been spewing these last two years. To all the idiots. The idiots who were so willing to listen. So ready for answers.

      So ready to open their wallets.

      Freaking hilarious.

      “She’s here,” Cody said.

      They left the room that Asa had turned into his prep room—his “green room,” he liked to call it—and walked out to the large curtain separating the backside of the living room from the seating area.

      “Front row,” Cody said.

      Asa leaned forward to inconspicuously look through the gap in the curtain. He couldn’t be seen by the crowd yet, after all. His presence needed to come upon the people like a revelation. Something awe-inspiring. Spiritual, even. Nearly religious. A messiah, he must be.

      Asa saw her. She sat among the growing crowd, right up by the dais, directly in front of the podium. A smile on her face. A smile of anticipation. Like a teeny-bopper waiting for her favorite pretty boy musician to take the stage. She was Cody’s age, early twenties or so. Strawberry blonde hair. Light brown eyes. Decent enough face, though not terribly cute. Great body, however. Everything all tight. Long legs. Tits were nice and big.

      Asa pulled away from the curtain. “Nice little piece of ass, isn’t she?”

      Cody didn’t respond straight away. And he didn’t look at Asa, just kept his gaze facing forward. His expression went rigid. And when he finally responded, he avoided Asa’s question. Asa had expected as much. That’s why he’d asked the question—he wanted to see how Cody would react.

      “She’s fully ready to go,” Cody said. “She’s been attending the meetings for three months now, and we’ve had several long conversations.”

      Come to think of it, Asa did recognize those legs of hers. He’d spotted them in the crowd as he’d given his speeches. But three months of attendance wasn’t nearly as much as Asa wanted for his inner circle. Yet he trusted Cody. And he trusted Cody’s special connection to this new prospect.

      A very special connection indeed.

      “Excellent,” Asa said. “That’s why I’m gathering you select few. I’m making the announcement tonight.”

      Cody turned to him. He stood up taller, putting his dedication on full display.

      “Tonight I’ll plant the seed in everyone’s mind.” Asa paused. “And tomorrow the real work begins. You’re my top soldier, Cody. I hope you’re ready for the battle.”
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      Dale and Becker rode in Arancia through the darkened hills on the outskirts of Oak Ridge. The temperature was chillier than it had been the previous night. Dale had the heater going.

      Becker was unfamiliar with De Tomaso Panteras, and Dale was happily filling him in on the details. He had one hand on the steering wheel and gestured passionately with the other.

      “…from a 351 Cleveland V8,” Dale was saying. “American muscle in an Italian sports car with all that power tied to a German ZF transaxle and surrounded by a monocoque frame, which was a major change from its predecessor, the Mangusta, which had a steel backbone chassis. A couple years after it was introduced, the Pantera—”

      “All right, all right. I get it, Conley,” Becker said. “It’s an awesome car.”

      “Darn tootin’.”

      Dale was disappointed in getting cut off mid-speech. He could talk about Panteras all day long.

      Becker looked at him, and when Dale glanced over, he caught a glimpse of that strange yet subtle expression in Becker’s eyes again. It was the same look that he’d given him at Y-12 that morning. Almost a skeptical curiosity. There was something about it that bothered Dale.

      “I thought you flew in,” Becker said.

      “I did. I had my agency charter Arancia here overnight. I insist on having her for my assignments.”

      Becker shook his head. “Tax dollars hard at work.”

      “My boss doesn’t mind.”

      “Seriously? Taft seemed like a pretty no-nonsense guy on the phone.”

      “No, not seriously. Taft wants to kill me every time I request my car.”

      “Is he any relation to President Taft?”

      Dale’s encyclopedic brain pulled out a file. William Howard Taft. Twenty-seventh president of the United States who held two unique and very disparate distinctions—he was the only president to also serve as the chief justice of the United States, and, at 340 pounds, he also held the record as the fattest president.

      Dale’s lovably grumpy Taft, though, was from an entirely different bloodline.

      “No relation,” Dale said. “He does have a big belly like the president, though he never got stuck in the presidential bathtub like legend says William Howard did. My boss’s gut is more of the stress-and-hamburgers variety. It jiggles quite freely. I give it a good slap every now and then. He just looooves when I do that.”

      Becker stared at him for a moment.

      “You’re a weird guy, aren’t you, Conley?”

      “Yes.”

      Dale glanced at the odometer. He sighed. He’d been adding quite a few miles to Arancia’s total already on this assignment. For a city of its size, Oak Ridge had a huge footprint—ninety square miles. They were well outside the original bounds of the wartime facility, and Dale knew this because among the 1940s relics sitting around town were the original gates, which now flanked some of the city’s roads, empty and forgotten. Many of the street names, too, seemed to be holdovers from World War II, streets like Administration Road, Laboratory Road, and Bus Terminal Road.

      A pickup truck rolled down the highway in front of Dale and Becker, lit up by Arancia’s headlights. A large, orange T—a decal—was prominently featured in the truck’s rear window. It was the symbol for the University of Tennessee in Knoxville. Dale knew that SEC football was a way of life in the South, but the proportion of vehicles with the orange T stickers to those without was staggering. Dale had seen local sports fanaticism before, but he’d never seen anything like this.

      He pointed at the truck. “Do they give you one of those stickers when you buy a car around here?”

      “Everyone loves their Vols football in these parts.”

      “So I’ve noticed. Mob mentality. Like the little meeting we’re about to attend.”

      “Oh, come on, Conley. My wife, Joan, follows the Vols. It’s good, clean fun. You don’t like sports?”

      Knowing now that Becker’s wife was a fan, Dale needed to tread carefully with his response. He didn’t want to offend Becker, especially since they’d just met. And you don’t disparage a man’s wife.

      “I like sports just fine,” Dale said. “I enjoy playing them. Occasionally I’ll watch them. But I’ll just as soon watch a game of pickup basketball or club softball than watch college or the pros.”

      “You’re not averse to watching or playing sports. So what’s your problem?”

      “I don’t like things that turn people into a nonsensical mob. The ancient Greeks used to cheer on representatives of their city-states when they’d pit them against each other in sporting competition. Bragging rights. Friendly, non-violent rivalry sure is better than war. But we’re not the ancient Greeks. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar isn’t a representative of Los Angeles. He’s from New York City. Went to college in L.A. then went pro in Milwaukee before returning to L.A. for the Lakers. Tell me, how the hell does he represent the city of Los Angeles?”

      “Ancient Greeks? You really are a historian. You’re overthinking this.”

      “Maybe so. I just know that I personally don’t give a crap as to which team of rich, insanely talented guys move an oblong ball farther down a field or put a round ball through a hole more times.” Dale pointed at the truck again. “And I certainly don’t care which group of eighteen to twenty-two-year-old kids can do it better. People invest their lives in the outcomes of games played by other people. Get emotional about it, lose sleep over it. Creeps me out.”

      “It’s escapism, Conley. Something to take people’s minds off the other, darker parts of the world for a while. Come on, history guy. Hasn’t storytelling always served the same purpose? All throughout human history, from the very beginning—cave paintings, hieroglyphics—we’ve had larger-than-life characters serving as allegories with which to model our lives. Sound about right? Stories, games—seem pretty similar to me.”

      Dale thought that Becker was being naively optimistic and blind to the modern hypocrisies that Dale had just pointed out. But he did bring up some good points.

      So he just grumbled a noncommittal noise in response.

      Mmph, he said.

      Becker shook his head. He looked at the map in his hand. “It should be right about—”

      Dale pulled to the left, onto the gravel road leading to the cabin.

      “Right here,” Dale said. “I stopped by earlier.”

      “You what?”

      “Yep. They have a really friendly welcoming committee, too. Real hands-on. Reminded me of your guys at Y-12.”

      “Conley, that was—”

      “I needed to see what I could find out before all the song-and-dance starts tonight. Without the bright lights and hyperbole.”

      “Are you trying to blow this for us?”

      Dale ignored him. “At the library earlier I couldn’t find any Asa Hendrix from area high schools. But I did find this guy.”

      Dale grabbed a manila folder that was stuck between the seat and the console and handed it to Becker.

      “What do you think?”

      Inside the folder was a photocopied yearbook page. Dale had circled Darrell Asa Lutz’s photo and bio. Paperclipped to the photocopy was the photo of Asa Hendrix that Becker had given Dale that morning.

      “Darrell Asa Lutz,” Becker said as he looked back and forth between the two photographs. “I don’t know. There’s such an age difference. Possibly…”

      “Now read the notes,” Dale said.

      Becker looked over the top of his glasses as he read aloud, a classic old dude move.

      “Debate team, speech team, track and field, honor society. Plans to attend New York University to study international relations and communications.” He looked up, sat the folder on his lap and clicked his tongue as he thought for a moment. “I got someone who can dig into the NYU records.”

      Becker turned around in his seat and looked through the rear window.

      “Can we pick up the pace here? Why are you driving so slow? You got cars piling up behind us.”

      Dale glanced at the rearview mirror. There was indeed a line of cars behind them.

      “The road’s wide enough for two cars. They can pass. I don’t want gravel dings. Oh!” Dale quickly pulled Arancia to the side to avoid a cavernous hole in the road. “See? Did you see that huge pothole? That thing eats Volkswagens for breakfast.”

      Becker checked his watch. “Well, we might make it there on time.”
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        * * *

      

      When they’d crawled their way to the top of the hill, Dale found the expansive gravel lot he’d parked in earlier nearly filled to capacity. He had trouble finding a spot, let alone his normal double-parking or long-hike-from-the-entrance parking.

      Large lights on wooden poles in the corners of the parking area lit it up brightly. Other, smaller lights were spread throughout the elaborate, recently-planted landscaping and were aimed at the cabin, gleaming off the glossy varnish of the timbers. The front porch was ablaze too with light from overhead fixtures. The whole place glowed. A beacon.

      Dale and Becker followed the crowd inside. The cabin was toasty warm and felt great coming in from the cold nighttime air. The ambiance, too, was inviting. A golden-yellow glow and the smell of food in the air.

      The room was packed and abuzz with energy. The chairs that Dale had seen earlier when he peeped through the window were almost completely occupied, and there were now extra chairs lined up along the walls, which were also filling up quickly.

      Becker had found a couple seats in one of the rows toward the back. Dale sidled up beside him, balancing a paper plate with a teetering mound of complimentary snacks he’d grabbed from the kitchen area behind them.

      Becker eyeballed Dale’s plate. “All that cheese is going to bind you up. Or give you the shits.”

      “Absolutely worth it.”

      “You really are a weird guy, Conley.”

      Dale took a Granny Smith apple slice and a cube of Swiss cheese and popped them into his mouth, chewed.

      Yep. Definitely worth it.

      Dale was the world’s biggest fan of free food.

      As he chewed, he let the simple pleasure distract him as much as it could from the unpleasant memory that had resurfaced earlier in the day, the memory of the Collective Agricultural Experiment. The CAE. The cult in which Dale had found himself an unwilling member. As he sat with the anxious crowd members—looking forward to the front of the room, chatting anxiously—he felt the nervous excitement of their groupthink swimming all around him, drowning him.

      It made him incredibly anxious. Fidgety. Panicked. He focused on the taste of his Swiss cheese-apple combo. A simple pleasure. Something to distract himself from the fact that human beings could be so very disappointing.

      Focus on the cheese, man.

      A few people walked past the crowd and stepped onto the dais. Three men and a woman sat down at chairs that were positioned behind and to the left of the podium. One of the men was black. The rest of the people were white. Their ages ranged from twenties to fifties. The man who took the seat closest to the podium was the soft-looking young guy Dale had encountered earlier. The guy with the shotgun. He made momentary eye contact with Dale, and after a look of recognition, he quickly turned away.

      On the other side of the podium, the right side, was a single chair. It too was behind the podium, but it was a bit closer than the chairs to the left. Like a position of prominence. Dale took this to be a spot for Hendrix’s second-in-command. A man with a ponytail took this seat.

      He was in his thirties, and his long hair was dark brown, tied behind his head. His eyes were dark brown as well, looking out from round, wireframe glasses. He had bushy sideburns that went all the way to his jawline and a thick clump of chin hair on an otherwise clean-shaven face, giving him a rather Abe Lincoln-esque vibe. His clothes were earth tones and wrinkled and looked more like something one would wear to a national park than to a social function. The scuffed hiking boots, particularly, were out-of-place. He had an air of intelligence—a college professor type of intelligence. His expression was blank, rather cold. And bored. Frustrated, even. His eyes slowly looked over the room, almost absentmindedly, like a businessman at a meeting he knew was a waste of his time.

      The appearance of these dignitaries was evidently a cue that the fun was about to begin because the crowd’s noisy chatter quickly quieted. Then, with a sudden flourish, the curtains flew open, and out onto the dais breezed the man himself. The man from the photo. The man Dale had spent the day researching.

      Asa Hendrix.

      The crowd clapped. They straightened in their chairs, facing forward attentively. There were some whistles.

      Hendrix smiled a warm smile. He bowed slightly, hands behind his back, allowed the clapping to continue for a few long moments. Then he held up his hand. After the crowd had silenced, he stepped behind the podium and adjusted the mic.

      “Thank you. My goodness gracious, thank you.” His voice was smooth and melodic, just the tiniest hint of an accent. He waited for the last bit of applause to die off. “I see a lot of new faces. You’re always welcome. Always. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Asa Hendrix.”

      Some more clapping, which he smiled at, allowed to fade away again.

      He knew just how to work the crowd, how to play off its energy. Dale was already trying to fight back memories of the CAE’s leader, Glenn Downey, and the way Hendrix was feeding off his onlookers was eerily similar to Downey’s M.O.

      “I’m the great-great-nephew of John Hendrix, the Prophet of Oak Ridge,” Hendrix said. “My uncle died in 1915, many years before Oak Ridge existed. But a voice told him to sleep with his head on the ground for forty nights to be shown the future of this land. He did just that. And he predicted a facility in the valley with massive buildings and factories that would help win the greatest war that ever would be. And about forty years later—much like those forty nights he spent with his head on the ground—Uncle John’s vision came true. Oak Ridge, the Secret City, was created, a major component in the Manhattan Project, bringing us the nuclear weapons that ended World War II. Now, in the 1970s, I’ve been shown my own visions.”

      A few cheers.

      “More visions of what the government has in store for this land. And, my friends, I’m sad to say that the government’s plans aren’t so beneficent this time. You remember the reports of nuclear waste? The groundwater plumes that have been tainted with mercury? Mercury! Well, friends, I’ve seen the future, and it’s only going to get worse. They’re poisoning us. This region … and the world. Now, for those newcomers among us, I’ll get into the background of my visions momentarily. But first I want to let all of you know that, after two years, this is going to be our last regular meeting.”

      Gasps, murmurs, restless shifting in the chairs.

      “Our next meeting is going to be one of great importance. Tomorrow night. And I need you all to be here.” He paused. “Wait. Let me rephrase that. I don’t need all of you. I need all individuals who are willing to take action to stop these crimes of our government. That’s all I’ll say for now. Just be sure to be back here tomorrow at the same time, those of you who are willing to act. I need you. The world needs you.” Another pause. “Now, on to my visions…”

      Dale and Becker exchanged a look. Becker’s expression had gone grave.

      To Dale’s ears, Hendrix’s message had sounded like a call to action. Borderline violent. Dale had heard this sort of propaganda before. At the CAE. Which made it difficult for Dale to pay attention to Hendrix as he continued speaking. Dale’s mind was too engrossed in what might happen, what the revolutionary words might entail.

      “John Hendrix’s wife took his kids and went to Arkansas,” Hendrix was saying. “Left him here alone. My own wife did the same thing, divorced me and took my kids to North Carolina. It was at this point that I found myself most aligned with my uncle. And—wouldn’t ya know it?—it was around this time that I started having my visions. When I first realized that…”

      Hendrix’s words faded from Dale’s attention again. There was another distraction, a bigger one.

      Someone across the room was staring at Dale. Someone who looked very familiar.

      It was the same guy who’d been watching Dale the previous night on Gay Street in Knoxville.

      It was Redbeard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      They locked eyes.

      It was hard to forget being chased down by four armed men on a crowded city street, but Dale hadn’t given a whole lot of thought to Redbeard since the previous evening. He’d been too engrossed in the intrigue surrounding his case.

      As such, Dale hadn’t spent any time trying to figure out who Redbeard might be, and he hadn’t a clue why his team of men had hunted him down in Knoxville. But that didn’t mean Dale was backing down from the challenge. Dale wasn’t the backing-down type.

      Redbeard was dressed nicer than he had been the previous night. He wore a pair of corduroys and a paisley shirt, pressed and tucked in. He looked cleaner, too. Groomed. All of this could mean that the man was matching his appearance to the different situations in which he was following Dale.

      Hendrix’s speech droned on.

      And Dale and Redbeard continued to watch each other.

      There was something in the way that Redbeard stared at Dale. He looked a bit hesitant. Reluctant, almost.

      Strange.

      Perhaps he was an unwilling participant, some sort of pawn who was repeatedly forced to be the bait in the Dale Conley trap.

      Redbeard stood. And went for the entrance.

      Was Dale being baited again? Was it another ambush?

      Possibly.

      Probably.

      But Dale had to figure out who the hell these people were. So he needed to decide fast— was he going to follow once more?

      Of course he was.

      He leaned toward Becker and said the same thing he’d told Penny Whitworth the previous night just before he chased after Redbeard.

      “Be right back.”

      And then Dale bolted out of his chair.
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      Asa waved his hand wildly, hammering home his point. His followers liked brazen gesticulations. The more animated the better.

      “And that’s how my uncle knew, knew that they’d be coming to this valley. In that same way, I know that … that …”

      He trailed off. Something was happening in the crowd. A man in one of the chairs lining the side of the room had stood up and quickly made for the exit. Another man in the third-to-last row had jumped out of his seat and dashed after him.

      No one had ever left in the middle of one of Asa’s gatherings. Not in two years.

      And as the first man pushed through the front door, Asa caught a glimpse of the man’s face when he looked back. It was the man they’d been keeping an eye on. The man with the red beard.

      Asa turned to his right, looked at Cody. Nodded.

      Cody quickly stood up and went for the front door.

      And now Asa needed to regain his listeners. He held up his hands.

      “Folks! Folks!”

      They slowly turned back around to him.

      “I’m not sure what all that excitement was about, but don’t you worry, now. I got a guy taking care of it. Let’s get back to business. Lots of important ground to cover tonight. Now, as I was saying…”

      He eased back into the rhythm of his speech. More silky smooth nonsense. When he got going like this, the words flowed freely. It was like he wasn’t even composing them himself. They just came out of him. He supposed that’s what writers called “the muse.” When he was in a state like this, his words were of such little consequence that his mind could wander into other thoughts while he spoke. Right now, he was thinking about the suspicious bearded man they’d been watching, the man who’d just dashed out of the meeting.

      There was something very fishy about the bearded man. Asa had been thinking that for a couple weeks now.

      And his suspicions were confirmed when the other man chased after him.

      Something strange was going on. And Asa needed to take care of it.

      Immediately.

      He hadn’t worked so hard for so long for everything to fall apart now.
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      Sloane looked out from the corner of the barn, which sat at the rear edge of the property.

      The resort cabin’s massive front door had swung open suddenly, and the two men had run out, down the steps and into the gravel parking area, one followed shortly thereafter by the other.

      The parking area was well lit, but it was a dark night, and the men were running fast. It was difficult to see them. Sloane had positioned one of his men inside the cabin, among the crowd, so surely one of the two people chasing each other was his guy and the other was his target.

      He squinted, leaned forward.

      And made positive identification.

      Sloane brought the walkie-talkie to his face. “Alpha 3, target has left the facility. Do you have visual?”

      “Affirmative, Alpha Leader.”

      The first man ran to a Dodge Dart, fired it up, spit some gravel, then peeled off down the hill. The other man had initially headed toward an orange De Tomaso Pantera—parked on the opposite side of the parking lot—as though to take chase, but evidently he thought that running to the car would give the first man the time he needed to escape.

      So now the second man was doing something bold. Very bold indeed.

      He’d broken into a full sprint and was chasing down the Dart on foot.

      The man reached his hand out, slapped at the Dart’s door handle. Stumbled. Reached again.

      And grabbed right onto the car’s side mirror.

      The Dart then dragged the man along the gravel road. Sloane watched as the car dropped over the crest of the hill and disappeared.

      For half a second, he was so stunned by what he had just seen that he wasn’t sure how to proceed.

      His walkie-talkie sounded.

      “Sir? Please advise. What’s the situation here? Who’s chasing …”

      The voice trailed off, as confused as Sloane was.

      Sloane pushed the button on the walkie-talkie. “I don’t know. But let’s move. Now.”

      “Sir.”

      Sloane clipped the walkie-talkie back to his belt and was about to jump into action when something else unexpected happened—a third man exited the cabin, bolting across the gravel parking lot.

      Sloane yanked the walkie-talkie back to his face. “Hold, Alpha 3.”

      “Roger.”

      The third man ran to a rusty Dodge pickup, quickly started it up, spun in the gravel momentarily, and took off down the hill after the Dart.

      What the holy hell was going on?

      Sloane sprinted from behind the barn.

      “All right,” he said into the walkie-talkie. “Roll out.”
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      Vibrations surged through Dale’s arms as he clung desperately to the car, feeling his grip loosening, his palms sweating. His legs flopped violently against the ground, and gravel tore into his boots and the cuffs of his jeans.

      Two thoughts vied for his attention. First, his arms were getting shaky, and he wondered if he could hold on or if he was going to go tumbling onto the road and get run over by the Dart. Second, he was hopeful that his 501s weren’t getting torn up. Probably not. Levi Strauss made a damn good pair of jeans.

      The downward force of the car barreling down the hill felt tremendous and terrible as the dark, cold air blew past Dale. His stomach rose to his throat. A carnival ride from hell, one where the stakes weren’t just an upchucked dinner—the stakes were mortal.

      Which meant he had to hold on for dear life. Quite literally.

      Dale tightened his grip. He felt the muscles in his forearms and his taught biceps burn, grow weaker. He had one hand on the driver-side mirror, the other on the roof of the car, clinging onto a piece of trim.

      And then another thought crossed his mind.

      What if Redbeard had a gun?

      The driver-side window was down. If Redbeard was packing heat, he could easily swing an arm out and fire.

      Which meant that Dale needed to be prepared. And ready to shoot back. He released his left hand from the mirror, now holding onto the car solely by the grip he had on the roof with his right hand. His legs bounced painfully into ruts and rocks. He fought the violent motion of the vehicle and brought his free hand to his backside and went for his gun. His fingers fiddled with his shirt, trying to brush it aside and reach for the holster underneath.

      There was a bump in the road. His hand flopped away.

      As he reached for the gun again, he noticed light behind him. He glanced back. Headlights. It was a pickup truck. Also coming down the hill. Coming at them. And closing the gap. Quickly.

      It was rickety, old, and large, and while Dale couldn’t fully identify it in the darkness, he instantly remembered the Dodge truck he’d seen parked by the barn earlier in the day.

      And the man who’d put a shotgun to the back of his head.

      Dale could just see, farther back, way up the hill, three other vehicles descending the road. Black sedans with their headlights off. Coming much slower than the pickup truck.

      Dale thought to the night before, the men who chased him. They’d all been fit, athletic, and they’d used precise, coordinated maneuvers. They wore clean clothes and were well-groomed. Government or Mafia or drug cartels. Those stealthy sedans could certainly belong to any of those groups.

      Dale turned his attention back to the front, and as he continued trying to unholster his gun, he saw something else. On the road ahead.

      It was the huge pothole that he’d swerved to avoid when he and Becker had arrived in Arancia.

      Evidently Redbeard didn’t notice it.

      Because he drove right into it.

      There was a huge jolt and a metallic bang. Dale’s teeth cracked together, and his stomach dropped. His hand lost its grip on the piece of trim.

      And then there was a floating sensation.

      His legs kicked, and so did his arms. He was weightless. The roof of the Dart was below him, growing smaller as the distance expanded.

      Dale was soaring through the air.

      It was oddly enjoyable. Almost soothing. A jolting of the senses, an immediate change of perspective, and the fulfillment of boyhood dreams worldwide.

      Men really could fly!

      But the sensation lasted for only a moment.

      Before Dale hit a tree.

      Sharp pain in his shoulder. Then his hip. He’d smashed into an oak and dropped to the ground. Dirt and sticks and leaves dug into his fingers, scraped against his cheeks.

      There was the sound of vehicle engines on the road behind him.

      He lifted his head. It was heavy, felt like it weighed twenty pounds. He saw the Dart taking off in the distance. Nearer to him, headlights appeared. Slowly. Coming to a stop. The truck. There was the squeal of brakes.

      Then Dale heard the truck’s door opening.

      He planted his hands in the earth. Tried to get up. Fell back to his face.

      Footsteps.

      Dale rolled over. Moaned.

      More footsteps. Closer now. And another sound. An unmistakable, deep, metallic, two-part sound.

      Click-THUNK.

      A pump-action shotgun being racked.
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      Sloane was in the first of the three cars, all with their headlights turned off. It was a cloudy night, and there was very little visibility from the stars and moon. They drove slowly.

      In the distance, the Dart turned onto the main road. Its taillights disappeared. He’d killed the lights too, gone stealth.

      Ahead, the pickup truck had pulled to the side, parked, the beams of its headlights piercing into the tree trunks. The driver was walking away from the road and into the woods. A shotgun was in his hands.

      As Sloane drove past, the man stopped, turned, and looked at Sloane’s vehicle. The man took stock of Sloane’s caravan, then turned back around and continued forward, shotgun at his waist.

      Sloane brought his walkie-talkie to his mouth. “Anyone know what the hell is going on with the truck?”

      A scratchy voice replied. “Negative, Alpha Leader.”

      “Leave it,” Sloane said. “Lights on. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Sloane switched on his headlights. So did the two cars behind him.

      And he punched the gas.
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      Dale groaned, face lying on the earth. He tried to get up. The soles of his boots scraped at the wet leaves.

      He had heard the footsteps pause for a moment. But they’d started again. Getting louder, drawing nearer. Bringing that Remington 870 he’d met earlier ever closer.

      His side hurt like hell. He dragged one hand up to it and felt for broken ribs. Everything was intact.

      A deep breath. A surge of energy. He rolled himself right-side up. And at the same time drew his Smith & Wesson.

      Lying on the ground. Moisture soaking through his jeans. Gun aimed toward the gravel road, into the bright headlights. The sky was cloudy, almost pitch black, and the truck’s lights cut through the darkness, blinding him. He put a hand over his face, squinted, waved his gun.

      “What the hell do you want?” he shouted into the blaze.

      Feeling a bit stronger. He planted his feet. Wobbled. And stood up.

      He stumbled toward the light, his gun in front of him. He walked into something hard. A tree. He staggered backwards, gathered himself, took a few solid steps, then lost his balance on a small slope. Regained himself momentarily. Slipped on some leaves. And fell back to the ground with an oomph.

      He pulled his back against a tree trunk. Listened. Heard no footsteps.

      Dale was shaken up. And blinded by the headlights. He was in no position to make a stand. He couldn’t just wave his Model 36 aimlessly into the light yelling threats when there was an unseen shotgun somewhere out there. He needed a new course of action.

      He had to get away. As quickly and quietly as possible.

      One deep breath to gather his strength then he stood back up and moved away from the headlights, into the dark forest, trying to stealth-ify his big, clompy motorcycle boots as much as possible. The trees grew darker around him. There was just a bit of moonlight, barely enough to light everything past the glow coming from the truck.

      There had to be a plan for Dale’s escape, and he couldn’t return to the cabin. He was going to have to abandon Arancia, but he’d go off the assumption that Becker would handle the situation. Dale didn’t need another worry at the moment. Becker would be stranded up there, but he was a smart guy. Dale knew that Becker would come up with some lie—claim to be Arancia’s owner who lost his keys, something like that.

      Dale’s goal would be to get back to the main road. From there, he’d have no choice but to hoof it a couple miles back into the city. Or hitchhike.

      But he’d have to get back out to the main road before he could even start worrying about walking into town. If Dale’s estimation of his location was at all accurate, getting to the road was going to be quite a hike through the woods in the darkness, bruised and battered.

      He turned a corner around a tree trunk, headed in the direction of the main road.

      And found something waiting for him.

      A shotgun barrel.

      A couple feet away.

      Behind it was the man he’d seen earlier. The small man with the soft-looking face.

      The man Dale had thrown onto a brick patio…

      Dale raised his hands into the air.

      The man looked at Dale’s Model 36—now pointing into the sky—and back to him.

      “Well,” the man said in his thick accent. “We meet again.”
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      Becker shuffled slowly with the crowd, out of the cabin and onto the gigantic, brightly-lit front porch. He had figured Hendrix’s followers would typically be abuzz with excitement after one of his speeches. The power of eloquent persuasion. And while Becker could sense some of that excitement in the air, there was also a nervousness in the quiet chatter surrounding him. Tension. Anxiety. Not only had Hendrix announced that this had been their final regular meeting, but the crowd still hadn’t forgotten the abrupt ruckus when Conley and the bearded man had bolted out of the cabin, chasing after one another.

      Down the steps and to the parking lot. The crowd dissipated, heading in different directions to retrieve their vehicles. At this point, Becker wasn’t entirely sure what he was going to do, given Conley had driven them to the meeting, but he saw the Pantera still parked where they’d left it, and he headed toward it.

      He heard murmurs in the crowd and saw that several people were looking in his direction, back toward the cabin. He turned and saw something at the far side of the property.

      It was Conley.

      And another man—the gangly young guy who Hendrix had sent to follow Dale and the bearded man after they fled the meeting.

      The young guy had his hand on Conley’s back, pushing him toward a corrugated metal barn in the rear corner of the property. By his awkward gait and the way his body drooped slightly to one side, it looked to Becker like the kid was concealing some sort of firearm from the crowd’s view.

      Oh, shit!

      Conley had been captured. Hendrix’s man had chased him down, and he was now being forced into a foreboding barn in a dark corner of the property.

      Becker’s heart skipped a beat.

      And an immediate realization struck him: Asa Hendrix’s operation was much more sinister than Becker had ever imagined. Much more. Hendrix had quickly dispatched a possibly armed man to chase down two individuals who left his meeting, and now one of those individuals was being marched into a barn.

      Becker didn’t have even a moment to ponder this revelation, though. Conley was in trouble. Becker instantly went into action, headed toward the barn.

      But, at that moment, Conley looked toward the parking area, found Becker, and made eye contact. He gave Becker a deadly serious look and shook his head ever so slightly No.

      Becker stopped.

      Conley didn’t want him to follow … but why not?

      And what the hell was Becker supposed to do now?

      After a moment’s consideration, Becker went back up the steps onto the porch and walked to the far end, closest to the barn. He sat in one of the oversized rocking chairs, eased back, and, as nonchalantly as possible, acted like he was reflecting, perhaps, upon the meeting he just attended. Deep in thought. He kept a sideways glance at Conley who was headed right toward the barn, pushed along by the gangly kid.

      Every bit of Becker wanted to jump up and help, but it was very clear from the look Conley had given him that assistance wasn’t wanted.

      Conley had some sort of plan.

      Becker kept looking over, and his eyes caught Conley’s again. Conley mouthed some words to Becker, being as inconspicuous as possible, trying not to get caught by the young guy. Conley’s message was urgent—his eyebrows were knitted together, and he stared holes into Becker’s eyes as he tried to clearly enunciate each word he mouthed.

      But Becker couldn’t make out what he’d said. Only a couple words. Gave, maybe? And far?

      Becker shook his head, shrugged his shoulders, letting Conley know he wasn’t understanding the message.

      The kid opened the barn door, gave Conley a shove toward it. Conley looked back at Becker, made eye contact again, and very deliberately mouthed, SAVE MY CAR!

      Conley inconspicuously reached into his pocket and tossed something into the grass just as he was pushed through the barn’s door.

      The door snapped shut behind them.

      And Conley was gone.

      Becker realized then how quiet it had gotten. Just the hum of vehicles and the crunching of gravel. He turned. Almost all the cars had left the parking lot, forming a caravan down the side of the hill. Just a few people remained, chatting.

      Becker quickly descended the porch steps and slipped into the darkness of the back yard. The grass was a bit wet, soaking through his dress shoes. He went to the corner of the barn, put his ear against the metal siding.

      He heard nothing. Absolute silence.

      He stood there for a moment, considering what to do. This temporary partner of his who had been thrust upon him that morning had just been abducted, marched into a barn. And yet he’d waived off assistance.

      Conley clearly had some sort of strategy in mind, so, as counterintuitive as it felt, Becker needed to obey his wishes.

      He walked back into the grass, back to where Conley had dropped something. After a moment of searching, he saw the item glimmering, catching a bit of the parking area’s bright lights. He bent over and picked it up.

      It was a set of car keys.

      Becker ran over the words again in his head.

      SAVE MY CAR!

      Conley had been escorted to an unknown doom in a creepy barn, waving off assistance, and all he could think about was that damn car of his.

      Becker looked at the keys in his hand.

      Then he started back toward the parking lot and the Pantera.

      Yes, Conley really was a weird guy.
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      A cold, dusty basement.

      The soft-faced man had led Dale through a dark barn loaded with lawn equipment to a door in the back then down a set of wooden steps. He’d then turned on an overhead light, went back upstairs, and locked the door behind him.

      And for the past several minutes, Dale had stood there alone. The walls were cinderblock. The light fixture hanging from one of the beams above held a single, uncovered bulb and had a pull chain. There was a set of rusted metal shelves against the wall with a few scattered supplies. A bunch of broken, jagged particleboard was piled in the far corner. Everything was covered in dust. And very cold.

      Funny. Dale had just been locked in a room by himself that morning at Y-12. This room was a little less inviting, though. It didn’t have vending machines.

      Naturally, there was a part of Dale that wanted to panic, that wanted to run up the steps and start kicking at the door. But after years of being in such situations, he had learned how to control his impulses. It was a confidence thing. He knew that he was going to get out of this situation. He just knew. All he needed to do was remain patient. And calm.

      Sounds from above, at the door. He heard it unlock and open, and then there were footsteps on the wooden stairs. Two sets. The soft-faced man appeared first, shotgun in his hands. And someone else followed him.

      Asa Hendrix.

      The two of them stopped at the base of the stairs. They stared at Dale.

      The small man spoke. “He had no ID. No wallet.”

      Dale had thought it better not to bring his badge or identification with him into the meeting—another strategy of his that had come from years of hard-earned experience.

      “And he was armed,” the man continued. He pulled Dale’s Model 36 from his pocket.

      Hendrix looked at the gun and then back to Dale.

      Dale shrugged. “It’s Tennessee, man. Everybody’s armed.”

      Hendrix walked right up to him, stopped about three feet away.

      “Who are you?”

      He said the words with the same melodic rhythm that Dale had noted during the speech. His tone wasn’t outwardly aggressive, as one might expect in a situation like this. But it wasn’t pleasant either. It was neutral. Calculating.

      Dale needed a quick alias. And he’d thought of one while he’d been locked in the room alone. It had been one thing he could do to keep his mind off his predicament. He’d chosen a semi-obscure, semi-forgotten historical figure.

      “Tommy,” Dale said. “Tommy Watson.”

      Thomas Watson. Assistant to Alexander Graham Bell and the man whose name was the first set of words spoken on the telephone. Mr. Watson, come here. I want to see you, Bell had famously said, though there was some debate about the precise wording.

      Dale had chosen “Tommy Watson” over “Tom Watson” because the latter of the two names belonged, of course, to the renowned golfer.

      Hendrix put his hands in his pockets.

      “A pleasure, Tommy. I’m Asa Hendrix, and this is my esteemed colleague, Cody Ellis. It’s a real shame you had to run out of my meeting,” he said, putting a heavy, sarcastic emphasis on the word run. “Not feeling enlightened, were you?”

      Dale was in a very tight spot, and he’d already lied with his name. But Dale had always found that sticking as close to the truth as possible was the best solution in most scenarios, so he said, “The guy I was chasing had been staring at me. Very suspicious. I caught him doing the same thing last night in Knoxville. I wanted a word with him.”

      “And who is this man?”

      “No idea.”

      Hendrix nodded slowly, keeping his eyes locked on Dale’s, and then he turned around and stepped back to Cody Ellis. He took Dale’s gun from Cody and weighed it in his palm, looked it over.

      “Well, you know, it’s funny, Tommy. We’ve also been watching that guy with the red beard. He’s been coming to our meetings for the last two weeks, and something about him struck me as being off.”

      Most interesting. So the same man who had been following Dale around since he got to Tennessee—trying to ambush him with a team of armed men the first night—had been attending the Asa Hendrix meetings for weeks. If there had been any doubt in Dale’s mind that the Asa Hendrix connection was the reason Dale had been summoned to the area, it was completely erased now.

      As to how this all connected, Dale hadn’t the slightest clue. And as to who sent the note that brought him there in the first place … that was still a complete mystery.

      Hendrix looked at Dale’s gun again, turning it over in his hands. “What’s your story, Tommy? Why are you here?”

      It was time for Dale to ditch his strategy of sticking as close to the truth as possible. Now he needed to boldface lie.

      “I’m an amateur historian and someone who cares deeply about the environment. I wanted to hear what you have to say and, if possible, join up with you. I figure you gotta have some sort of command structure, people like Cody and the guy with the ponytail. I want to be a part of what you’re doing here.”

      Dale knew he was getting himself even deeper into the goo of a sticky situation. But they had him unarmed, covered by a shotgun, and locked in a basement. The best way to explain his erratic behavior would be to imply that he was trying to help.

      “An amateur historian?” Hendrix said. “You’re a man after my own heart. I’m a bit of a history buff myself. Who would you say had a bigger impact on global culture in their time, Alexander the Great or Napoleon?”

      There was a slight grin on Hendrix’s face now. He was appraising Dale, and he was enjoying it. The question he’d posed was broad and rather arbitrary. Its purpose wasn’t to see if Dale had the “right” answer but rather to see if Dale had the basic historical knowledge that he claimed he did.

      Dale took in a deep breath. And then started.

      “If you consider the fact that, during the time of Alexander the Great, global culture wasn’t truly global in the sense that we think of it now, then one might lean toward him. After all, the Mediterranean was more or less the known world to Westerners at that point, and when Alexander captured most of it, his cultural expansion of the Greek way of life throughout the Mediterranean region was so great that it earned its own term: Hellenistic culture. That said, there had been connections to the East for some time via the great Silk Road network. But, even then, the East was a far-off, exotic land. In The Hellenistic world that Alexander created, there was—”

      “Okay, okay. Your story checks out,” Hendrix said with a laugh. “Now I got one more question for you.”

      “Shoot.”

      Hendrix gave a little chuckle-ish sigh and shook his head. “Very poor choice of words, Tommy.” He raised the Model 36 and put it to Dale’s forehead. “My question is this: why shouldn’t I blow your brains out right here, right now?”

      Dale sucked in a breath. He could hear his pulse thumping in his ears.

      He’d never had his own gun pointed at him before…

      Hendrix continued. “See, when a guy darts out of my meeting, chasing another fella who’s been acting suspicious for weeks, and then we find that he’s packing a gun … why, that just gets me real nervous. Jumpy. It makes me wonder why the guy’s really here.”

      The barrel of his gun felt cool on Dale’s forehead. Ice-cold. His sweat dripped upon it.

      “I told you, I’m just here to help.”

      The gun stayed pressed against Dale. Hendrix looked him in the eye. The corners of his lips raised.

      And finally he lowered the gun.

      Dale exhaled.

      “You seem sincere enough,” Hendrix said. “And you’re clearly intelligent. We have a large operation going down tomorrow, and I need all the smart people I can get on my side.”

      “Glad to be on the team.”

      “Oh, no. You’re not on the team. Not just yet,” Hendrix said.

      He paused, and the smile he was wearing turned wicked.

      “First you have to pass a test.”
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      Becker’s stomach was in knots.

      He’d never left a man behind like he just had with Conley. And he couldn’t help but think about Lionel Kemp, his officer who had disappeared the day before. He sensed things falling apart around him. It was as though he’d suddenly and mysteriously become inept.

      His dress shoes tapped on the polished cement floor as he made his way to the conference room at the end of the hallway. It was almost a quarter after ten. He’d gone back to Y-12 straight from the Asa Hendrix meeting. Most of the lights in the office building were out—the standard practice at night—giving a sleepy, quiet feeling to the place. A custodian was mopping the floor, and as he passed, he nodded at him.

      It wasn’t just the custodial staff who remained in the building, though. While it wasn’t nearly as crowded as it was during the day, there were still staff members and security personnel coming and going. The operations never shut down, so the ORR’s protection never took a break. Twenty-four hours a day, 365 days per year.

      He stopped at a door, took out his keys, and unlocked it. He flipped on the light switch. It was a small conference room with a table in the center surrounded by eight chairs. A window on the far side of the room, blinds closed. The bulletin board on the back wall was pinned with papers and a large map.

      He walked to the map and took from his pocket the piece of paper on which he’d written the address of the Asa Hendrix meeting. He found the location on the map, stuck his thumb on it. Then he looked to where a pushpin held a photograph of Kemp’s abandoned car. It was one of Becker’s fleet of vehicles, SECURITY POLICE written in big letters across its side. The driver-side door was open, and the nose of the car was angled into a creek, surrounded by forest. Mud was plastered to the side of the vehicle behind the wheels.

      This photograph had been pinned to the map in the location where the vehicle had been found, a creek in a large wooded area. Becker looked between the photograph of Kemp’s vehicle and the spot that he was marking with his thumb, the location of Asa Hendrix’s resort cabin. According to the scale at the bottom of the map, the distance was about six miles.

      A new thought entered his mind.

      Where had Kemp been patrolling yesterday?

      Becker walked over to the table and picked up a large black binder then flipped to the appropriate page. His office divided Oak Ridge into a grid system for the patrols, and Becker had a dozen guys out at any point. He ran his finger down the sheet of paper until he found: Kemp, Lionel. He traced his finger to the right, to the next column, which was labeled: A-6.

      He stepped back to the map, located sector A-6. Right in the center of this sector, almost dead center, was the spot where Becker’s thumb had been moments earlier. Asa Hendrix’s resort cabin.

      “Interesting…” Becker said.

      There was a knock on the door.

      In walked Kieran Burks. She was young, about twenty-five. Average height. Black. She wore a dark gray pantsuit with flared legs, tight enough to show off her figure but not so tight as to be unprofessional. Hoop earrings. Pale pink lipstick. Short hair kept in a mini Afro.

      “You wanted to see me?” she said as she shook out an M&M from the bag in her hand and popped it in her mouth. In spite of her toned physique, Burks’ diet consisted mostly of sugar and cigarettes.

      Becker stepped back to the table and grabbed a manila envelope, the one Conley had left in the Pantera between the seat and the console. He handed it to Burks, who opened it and looked inside.

      Becker stepped beside her. “What do you think? Same guy?”

      Burks bounced her head side to side skeptically as she looked at the images.

      “Eh … I don’t know. Maaaaybe…?”

      Becker tapped his finger on the yearbook image.

      “I need you to dig into this guy. Anything you can find,” he said. “The name’s Darrell Asa Lutz.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sonya O’Neil sat surrounded by empty chairs, looking at the abandoned podium. She was the only person in the cabin, which made her feel simultaneously honored, awe-struck, and anxious. The room was completely silent, but it was still pulsating with the energy of Asa Hendrix’s words. Everything he said was electricity to her. Snapping and popping through the air.

      And she was still electrified.

      She couldn’t believe that she was being trusted to sit there, all by herself. She’d already been so honored when her friend Cody Ellis, one of Mr. Hendrix’s inner circle, had invited her to sit in the front row. After the meeting, as everyone was leaving the cabin, Cody had told her to stay behind. To wait. When she’d asked him why, he told her something that she was still having a hard time believing.

      Asa Hendrix wanted to meet her.

      She’d been sitting alone for a good twenty minutes now. She could feel a stupid grin on her face. She didn’t care. Let it stay there. Because she believed she understood why she was being introduced to Asa Hendrix on such an important night, the night before the big event he cryptically mentioned during his speech.

      He was going to invite her to join his inner circle.

      Surely that was it. Why else would he want to meet her now of all times?

      A negative voice in the back of her head kept telling her that she was being foolishly optimistic, that Asa Hendrix would never choose someone like her.

      Why would he? the voice seemed to ask. You’re nothing special.

      But she refused to listen to it. This was Sonya’s moment. Mr. Hendrix was going to ask her to join. And she was going to seize the opportunity.

      As she continued to gaze at the podium, only a few feet away, an impulse came to her.

      She stood up and stepped onto the dais. The metal structure beneath the carpeting squeaked with her weight. Her breaths became shallow. She felt a bit lightheaded.

      And she stepped behind the podium.

      Even more lightheaded now. This was where he had stood. Only minutes ago. And during all the other meetings, all his amazing speeches. All those electric words. Telling the truth about the government’s destruction of the environment, the decimation of the water. Predicting the future.

      Sonya only wished she’d discovered him sooner. He’d been holding his meetings for two years, but she’d only attended for the last three months. Her life, though, had been changed in those three months. She had known that she’d found a kindred spirit after her first attendance. Someone who cared deeply for the planet. Someone whose mind was open to the call of the spiritual world.

      Sonya became a fervent supporter of Asa Hendrix, a decision that was—both consciously and subconsciously, she assumed—in defiance of her parents. While Sonya had always been a spiritual individual, her parents, both of whom were professors at the University of Tennessee, were outspoken pragmatists. All her life they’d been cruel to her about her spiritualism. Judgmental. Mocking. And for the last year since Sonya graduated UT, her parents’ ridicule had served as fuel for her spiritual exploration. She’d attended churches and synagogues. Visited Indian reservations. Studied Buddhism and Hinduism. Learned the ancient tales of gods and heroism from Egypt, Greece, Rome.

      Several months into her path of self-discovery, an acquaintance, whom she’d met at an astrology meeting, had invited her to see a quirky man on the outskirts of Oak Ridge who claimed to know the future, saying he had predicted acts of governmental aggression against the environment. And when Sonya soon discovered that her special friend Cody Ellis was one of Mr. Hendrix’s inner circle, she took that as another sign that she needed to find out what this prophet in the woods had to say.

      But it was Asa Hendrix himself who solidified in her mind the idea that this was all destined to be. His knowledge, his wisdom, his passion. According to what she’d heard, his crowds started off small two years ago, expanding slowly at first and eventually exploding in size. By the time Sonya began attending, she was just one person among a large and passionate crowd. Another one of Mr. Hendrix’s followers. But she wanted to be more. So much more. She yearned for it. To be more than another face in his crowd. To be part of his team.

      As the weeks stretched on, she began to realize that her dream was never going to happen. Mr. Hendrix’s following was so large, all of them so devoted to him, so passionate about his message. What made Sonya more special than any of them? How could someone like her be of any value to someone like Asa Hendrix?

      Thankfully she’d had the willpower to resist those self-defeating urges because now she was getting the unbelievable opportunity of meeting Mr. Hendrix. It had been Cody who arranged everything. For several weeks, Sonya had considered talking to Cody, planting a seed in his mind about getting a chance to meet Mr. Hendrix. But it felt wrong. She hadn’t talked to him in two years, and she knew that it would be cruel of her to suddenly reestablish contact only for the chance of meeting Asa Hendrix.

      As it turned out, it was Cody who approached her. He’d said that she had something special, something more than the others in the crowd.

      That she was someone Asa Hendrix would want to meet.

      Sonya had sat down with Cody several times after that, had long discussions with him about Mr. Hendrix’s visions and plans.

      And then … silence.

      For two weeks, Cody didn’t speak to her. She thought she’d messed up, said the wrong thing somehow. Finally, tonight, before the meeting, Cody had approached her.

      And now here she was. Invited to meet Asa Hendrix. Waiting for Cody to return. Waiting for her personal introduction. Ignoring the negative voice in her head. Clinging to the optimism that this introduction could mean that Mr. Hendrix wanted her to join his inner circle.

      She let these feelings wash over her as she stood behind his podium. She leaned forward, rested her arms on it as he sometimes did. Her body was touching the podium in the same place that his did. She could almost feel his presence coming through the polished surface. It sent shivers through her. And aroused her.

      The front door opened. Sonya jumped back, took her arms off the podium.

      Cody walked in.

      “What are you doing?” he said.

      “I just wanted to… I just…” she stammered as she quickly walked out from behind the podium and stepped off the dais.

      Cody shook his head. “Are you ready?”

      Sonya’s heart fluttered.

      “Of course.”

      She hurried over to Cody, who stood by the open door. A cool breeze blew into the cabin.

      He had that serious look on his face. He’d worn it constantly since she’d seen him—for the first time in years—at the initial meeting she’d attended. It suited him. Cody had a serious soul. But while Sonya recognized the gravity of Mr. Hendrix’s visions and mission, she also felt like Cody needed to smile again. Every once in a while. Smiling suited him too.

      They’d met five years ago, and Sonya had watched him mature and struggle through the difficulties of young adulthood. He was thin and rather short, not much taller than her. And he had soft features. He’d always been very self-conscious of his long eyelashes, but he had a very square jaw too, something that countered the femininity of his other features and gave him a unique appearance. Not strange. Just unique. Different. She’d always thought that if he grew his hair out he’d look like a rock star. Something like Steven Tyler.

      “Thank you for this, Cody,” she said, looking deeply into his eyes in a way that let him know how serious she was being.

      “I’m putting myself out there by doing this,” he said, his tone of voice just as serious as the expression on his face. “I recommended you, so however you handle this introduction is a reflection upon me.”

      “I know,” she said and put her hand on his shoulder. “You’ve always been good to me.”

      He just nodded. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Sonya had thought it bizarre enough when Cody led her into the musty, dark barn at the back of the property, but when he opened the door in the back—flooding light into the darkness from a basement below—and led her down a set of creaking, wooden steps, she suddenly felt a bit of unease.

      However, as she descended and caught a glimpse of a man watching her, every bit of unease vanished.

      It was Asa Hendrix. And he was looking right at her. He smiled.

      He’d smiled at her.

      Sonya didn’t know what to do. Should she smile back? Should she say hello?

      Instead, she took the coward’s way out and looked away. She felt herself blush. This embarrassed her and, of course, made her blush even more. She was mortified.

      When she and Cody reached the basement floor, she stopped. And waited.

      There was another man in the room, standing behind Mr. Hendrix and beneath the single lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, lighting the dingy basement. He wore a tan leather jacket over a black T-shirt and jeans. Motorcycle boots. Shaggy brown hair with sideburns. Incredibly attractive. He looked uncomfortable. Out of place. As though he was trying to fit in but secretly wanted to be anywhere but in this basement.

      Cody walked to the far side of the room, several feet away, and positioned himself vigilantly against the cinderblock wall. Somehow Sonya felt a bit vulnerable then with him so far away.

      Mr. Hendrix stepped closer to her. Her breaths became short. Her heart pounded furiously. She averted her gaze again. She couldn’t look him in the eye. More embarrassment.

      “Why, hello there,” Mr. Hendrix said.

      His voice … Electric.

      He looked her up and down. “So you’re Sonya?”

      She returned her attention to him. Looked into his eyes. Those brown eyes.

      “Sonya, yes,” she said. “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Hendrix.”

      “Call me Asa. Please.”

      “Okay … Asa.”

      She couldn’t believe she’d addressed him by his first name. She felt a bit of sweat on her forehead.

      “Cody speaks very highly of you,” he said. “I understand you two were quite close once upon a time. High school sweethearts, yes?”

      “College, actually,” she said. It made her nervous to correct him. “Freshman year at UT. We met in our first class.”

      “Teenage love,” Asa said with a smile. It was a warm, genuine, heartfelt smile.

      He stepped away from her and cleared a path between her and the other man standing beneath the light.

      “We have an interesting set of circumstances here tonight,” he said as he looked at both of them. “On the eve of my big announcement, we have two people who are dying to join my inner circle. Sonya, meet Tommy Watson.”

      Yes! She knew it! She was being invited to join Asa’s elite. She felt like leaping into the air, running victory laps around the basement. But she needed to focus, to pay attention to what Asa had said. He’d introduced her to the other man.

      She looked at Watson and said just, “Hi.”

      “Charmed,” Watson said with a wink.

      Asa put his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels, spoke to both of them. “Now, what you might not know is that I always put my new recruits through some sort of test. Hazing, you might say. It’s rough, I admit, but when one is dealing with a cause as important as ours, there must be sacrifices made. One must prove oneself.” He looked right at Sonya. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Sonya nodded enthusiastically. She couldn’t agree more.

      “Good,” Asa said and smiled at her again. Then he looked at Watson. “But, first, things are a little bit uneven.”

      He put a hand to his chin, looking at Watson and pondering. Then he stuck one finger in the air as though he’d just reached a Eureka! conclusion. He stepped over to a set of rusty metal shelves, grabbed a folded piece of rope, and approached Watson. He grabbed the man’s hands and began tying them up.

      Sonya’s giddiness dissipated. The sense of unease returned.

      “Tommy, I figure you have at least sixty pounds on that little girl over there,” Asa said as he continued to bind the man’s hands. “So I’m going to even things up a bit.”

      Asa made one final loop between Watson’s hands then gave the rope a sharp tug, pulling the knot tight and making Watson stumble forward a step or two.

      “Now look at each other,” Asa said. “In the eyes.”

      They did as they were told. Watson had gorgeous eyes, and behind his handsome face was kindness. Sonya could see it. She was good at reading people. And she could see that Watson was uncomfortable.

      So was she.

      She didn’t know what was about to happen, but she knew she was frightened.

      Asa stepped across the room to the wall and stood beside Cody. He crossed his arms and smiled.

      “Annnnd … go!” he said.

      Watson looked at her and then to Asa.

      “What is this?” Watson said.

      “Don’t you get it?” Asa said. “This is a fight.”

      Sonya’s pulse quickened again. But not for the same reason it had earlier. Something different now.

      Fear.

      Dread.

      Asa grinned. “I guess I should explain the rules,” he said to Watson. “Well, really there’s only one rule.”

      He looked back and forth between her and Watson.

      “The last person conscious wins.”
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      Dale looked at Sonya. And she looked right back at him.

      Neither one of them moved. There was a long, uncomfortable moment. Sonya’s lips were parted. Her eyes widened.

      “Well, come on, now!” Hendrix said. “What are you waiting for?”

      Dale gave his wrists a tug, seeing if there was any give in the rope. He knew how to work his way out of a few knots. But these knots weren’t going to budge.

      He watched Sonya. Intently. The stunned expression remained on her face. And she started to shake.

      “Go!” Hendrix shouted.

      They stared at each other.

      Dale could hear her breathing.

      “Go! Now!”

      Sonya took one step forward, shaking harder. And she raised her hands up. She clearly hadn’t been in many fights. If any.

      But that didn’t mean Dale could let down his guard. He had seen the way she gazed at Hendrix when she first came down the stairs. It was a look of awe. A follower. Dale had seen this before at the CAE, the look of mindless adoration on the faces of Glenn Downey’s minions. It was a demented sort of devotion, and people would do anything to appease it.

      Including, he ventured, attacking a bound stranger.

      Dale staggered his feet and put his weight into his hips. He raised his bound hands. The fact that they were tied up actually wasn’t a complete disadvantage for him. It brought the combined weight of the hands together, kind of turned them into a big club. The rope would also brace and pad his wrists. And, should he need to take a swing at her—which he truly hoped he wouldn’t—he could hit her with the rope, not his hands. That might cushion the blow a bit. Like a boxing glove.

      “Come on, Sonya,” Hendrix said. “The man’s tied up. You’re still afraid of him? You’re gonna need to show a whole lot more bravery than this.”

      She took a step toward Dale. Her brow furrowed. It was clear that she was getting into the spirit of things, that Hendrix’s words were impacting her.

      She took a small swing, openhanded. Dale stepped to the side, easily avoiding it.

      Then she rushed at him, head lowered, both arms outstretched before her, hands in fists. Dale didn’t have time to avoid it, and he couldn’t bring himself to retaliate. Not yet. So he let it happen. She struck him in the chest. A flash of pain. He shuffled back a few feet.

      There were cheers from Hendrix and Cody.

      “Now, that’s what I’m talking about,” Hendrix said. “Harder, next time!”

      There was a couple feet of separation between Dale and Sonya, and she was circling him, arms outstretched, fingers spread out wide, like a swiping cat. Her face had lost all fear. There was menace there.

      Things were getting interesting now. And much more dangerous.

      She took a big swing with her right arm. Her nails were a fan of blades swinging past Dale’s face as he leaned back, avoiding the strike by inches. Her missed swing brought her arm across her body, leaving her side exposed and vulnerable.

      Dale pushed off his heels and drove his shoulder into her rib cage. He hit her at only about half strength, but it had surely hurt like hell. She made a small yelp and staggered back several feet.

      “There ya go, Tommy!”

      Sonya’s mouth was now open in a big, shocked O. Fear had returned. A purer, more primal fear. Before, it had been fear of the situation. Now it was fear of Dale. He’d given her a small taste of his strength, and she knew this could go south for her fast.

      But as quickly as fear had reformed on her face, she bared her teeth and brought back that gritty resolve she’d summoned up moments ago. Dale had to hand it to Hendrix. Those wicked mind games of his sure had an effect on her.

      And she was getting more and more dangerous. Dale needed to do something drastic. And soon. So he did what he’d been avoiding.

      He swung his bound hands at Sonya.

      Cheers from Hendrix.

      He hit Sonya hard in the stomach, which was soft and seemed terribly fragile. It felt like Dale’s hands had smashed all the way through to her spine. She bent in half, screamed. Dale felt immediate remorse. He had to have done some damage to her.

      She fell backwards, one hand on her stomach, the other latching onto Dale’s ropes. Her weight pulled him down with her. They hit the dusty cement hard, Sonya absorbing most of the impact. She locked eyes with him. Her gritty determination had now turned to pure, raging fire.

      Dale looped his bound hands behind her neck. She pulled her thighs around him. They twisted at each other, and their violent motions rolled them around on the floor. That soft body that Dale had, moments earlier, been worried about injuring felt nice and warm against his, even in this moment of extreme, possibly mortal, danger—those long legs wrapped around him, squeezing tight.

      Dale couldn’t help but be turned on by the whole thing.

      Damn, he was weird.

      But he needed to bring this to an end. And he was going to have to get creative.

      Because there was no way he was going to knock this girl unconscious.

      Sonya went to put her hands around his throat, and Dale used this moment to his advantage. He twisted away from her grasp and used his bound hands to push her arms to the floor. He pressed his left thigh against her torso, gaining total control. She was pinned. Had this been a pro wrestling match, the ten-second countdown would’ve started.

      She looked him in the eye. Fear had returned.

      Dale reared his head back, tightened all the muscles in his neck.…

      But before he brought his head crashing down toward hers, he gave her a small wink.

      She noticed. And there was the tiniest of reactions from her.

      An affirmative.

      Message received.

      Dale swung his head down towards hers viciously, making a nice flick of his hair for effect. He came within a half inch of her forehead.

      Sonya sold it well. She whipped her head back in reaction. Snapped her eyelids shut. Let her whole body go limp.

      Cheers from the side of the room.

      Dale rolled off her, plopped his back onto the cement, kicking up dust. He coughed. There was the sound of clapping to his right. Getting closer. As Dale caught his breath and stared up at the wooden beams in the ceiling, he let his gaze turn to the side.

      Hendrix approached, looming over Dale, clapping his hands. He stopped when he was a few inches away and looked down.

      “Welcome aboard, Tommy.”
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      Back at the cabin, Dale followed Cody Ellis up the steps to the second floor. The opulence of the place still astounded him. Expensive light fixtures on the walls. Everything polished and shiny. Hardwood floors with plush carpets scattered here and there, under tables and chairs.

      The second-floor hallway was lined with bedroom doors. Four of them. They stopped at the first door on the left.

      Cody opened the door, stepped to the side, and gestured toward the room.

      “This is you,” he said.

      Dale stepped in, turned back around.

      “Sorry about this,” Cody said.

      “About what?”

      Cody shut the door. There was a click from the doorknob. Dale tried it. Locked from the outside.

      Great. Three times now. Three times in one day he’d been locked in a room by himself.

      It was a simple lock. A basic interior doorknob, reversed so that the lock tab faced the hallway not the bedroom. It would be easy to pick. He walked to the window. It was sealed shut but positioned right above the awning over the front porch. The window, too, offered an easy potential escape. His locked room was by no means a maximum-security prison cell, which meant that his being caged in was as much a psychological ploy as it was a physical incarceration.

      Dale could break out, yes. But he wasn’t going to. He would continue with the plan. This strange assignment that had been so suddenly thrust upon him was now an undercover mission. Dale had little idea why he’d been summoned to Tennessee — and he still had no clue who did the summoning by sending the newspaper message — but he knew for sure that it was Asa Hendrix who he was supposed to be investigating. What better way for Dale to check him out than by imbedding himself in the man’s organization.

      The room was all golden wood, just like the rest of the cabin. There was a queen-size bed with a dark wooden headboard and a bedspread printed with various outdoorsy images: a trout, some pine trees, a canoe with crossed oars, a maple leaf. A pair of lamps flanked the bed, each of which sat on a small nightstand made of dark wood that matched the headboard. A dresser was against the back wall, also in the dark wood, and hanging above it was a framed print.

      Dale stepped over to the dresser and looked at the print. It was a watercolor of a moose drinking at the edge of a lake, a shoreline of pines in the background. Dale chuckled and wondered where the print had come from, who had chosen it. It fit the outdoor theme, yes, but it looked more like Alaska than East Tennessee. There were deer in the area but not moose.

      At the back of the room was the doorway to a small bathroom. The door was open, and through the doorway Dale could see a claw-foot porcelain tub. He eyed it with zeal. It had been a hell of a day. And he needed a hot bath.
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        * * *

      

      After he’d soaked away some of the aches and pains of the day’s scuffles, he finished toweling off and slid into bed.

      He turned off the bedside lamp, but the room was still far from dark—streaks of bright light from the parking area slipped past the edges of the drapes. As soon as he pulled the blanket to his chest and his head sank into the pillow, his thoughts went sour.

      In the past twenty-four hours since arriving in Tennessee, Dale had been in several dangerous situations, none of which had truly frightened him. He just wasn’t that sort of person.

      But right then, lying in bed, was a different story…

      At that moment—alone and inactive and quiet—he could no longer distract himself from how similar his current situation was to the time he spent at the Collective Agricultural Experiment. How alike the people were. The blind followers. And the patriarchal messiah. Doing terrible things.

      This frightened Dale. Not the uncertainty of his mission. Not being chased by armed men. Not being dragged by a car.

      At the CAE, Dale and the intern with whom he’d gone to the camp had been unwilling members of the cult, but everyone else was there of their own free will. Toiling during the day and reflecting during the night, all in praise of their leader, Glenn Downey.

      Downey had housed them in small cottages, and at night, they were locked in. Just like Dale was now. And he would lie quietly in his bed, trying to ignore the voices around him and their inane chatter, their discussions of the glorious mission in service to Glenn Downey.

      Once, when he and the intern had tried to escape, they’d been stripped and tied to beds. Beaten. With people standing over them, screaming. People who could have been anyone out in the real world. Accountants. Teachers. Waiters and waitresses. But Downey had said some magic words, and they’d become monsters.

      And that’s all it takes. Magic words. Or a symbol. Or a few lines on a map. Or a team to admire. The simplest of things could band people together, align them against their fellow man, convince them to completely forsake reason and objectivity.

      To devastating effect. Dale was convinced that not all of 1940s Germany was inherently evil. They hadn’t been born wanting to shove people into ovens. Hitler had used magic words.

      And yet when these effects came out in more benign ways, society just chuckled. Oh, it’s just good, clean fun. Dale thought again of the orange T on the back of the pickup truck. He thought about riots after championship games. Overturned cars. Looting. He thought of soccer hooligans in Europe taking tire irons to each other’s heads. He thought of screaming Elvis fans in the ’50s. Girls passing out in the crowds. He thought of Beatle Mania.

      Mania.

      What scared Dale was the instability of the human condition. How easily a group of people could be manipulated. The lengths to which manipulated people would go.

      Lying there, alone, he remembered his nights in the CAE cottage.

      And then he heard a voice.

      Outside his door. Somewhere farther down the hallway. Coming from one of the other rooms.

      The voice was muffled. He couldn’t make it out.

      Were they discussing Asa Hendrix? Were they talking about his glorious mission? Were they asking how they could impress Hendrix, how they could get into his good graces?

      It’s just a voice, he assured himself. They could be talking about anything.

      He thought back again to being tied to the bed at the CAE. There had been voices then. Those voices screaming down upon him, faces red and wet, saying the most asinine, unreasonable, passionate, illogical things. And bringing the whip down upon him. Again and again.

      Dale opened his eyes and looked at the door, focusing on the doorknob. Then he turned to the window. Earlier he’d determined it would be easy to break out of the room. And for a moment he considered it—to flee this insanity, to go running away into the cold night chasing after something, anything that could reassure him there was reason in this world.

      But he quickly pushed the impulse away. That would be the coward’s way out. Dale didn’t run away from anything.

      He felt something going on with his hands. They were jittery. He rubbed them together, squeezed them, calmed the shaking.

      Just get some sleep, Dale.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Asa turned the knob, opened the door, and found her standing in his bedroom.

      Sonya had done exactly as he’d instructed, waiting dead center in the room.

      She was clearly frightened. Shaking. Her eyes looked right at him, then quickly looked away. She had her arms folded across her chest, hands nervously rubbing her upper arms. Her skin was covered in goosebumps.

      He gave her a smile then shut the door behind him and stepped a few feet away from her, outside of her space, giving her a bit of breathing room, some level of comfort.

      She looked really good. Those long legs of hers fidgeted delightfully with her absentminded movements. The way her arms were folded in against herself put the squeeze on her breasts, pushing them together. She bit her lip, eyes darting left and right.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said. “I think we need to have a talk.”

      She forced a smile. “Could we talk somewhere else? Somewhere we could sit?”

      He moved closer, poking into that bubble of personal space just a bit. He put a genuine look of concern on his face.

      “Is there something wrong? Do you feel uncomfortable?”

      This apparent sincerity had the intended effect. Her trepidation lessened slightly.

      “Not uncomfortable,” she said. “I just… Um…”

      Asa shook his head. Like a disappointed father.

      “Sonya, listen, this uncertainty on your part is simply not going to play well tomorrow. I’ve chosen my inner circle very carefully, but with you, I trusted Cody Ellis’s judgment. Have I made a mistake?”

      “No!” she said and reached out, almost as though to touch him. “You haven’t. I desperately want to be a part of your team.”

      “From what I’ve seen tonight, you’re constantly nervous. Scared. Unwilling to step up. And you failed your test. Watson wanted it more.”

      “He was bigger than me, and—”

      “And his hands were tied. Please don’t give excuses, Sonya.” Asa shook his head, the disappointed father once more. “I could see it in your eyes. You didn’t want to hurt him. Did you?”

      Sonya looked to the floor and shook her head.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      Asa put his index finger under her chin, tilted her head back up. Her skin was angel-soft. He looked into her eyes.

      “If you can’t attack a bound man in a controlled environment, how will you be able to do what’s needed tomorrow?”

      “I can. I promise. I can be tougher.”

      He put his hands on her upper arms. More smooth skin. Soft, shaking muscles.

      “Oh, Sonya. You don’t have what it takes, my dear.”

      “I do!”

      “This is my mistake. I shouldn’t have trusted Cody’s judgment.”

      “Don’t…”

      “My mind is made up.” He paused a long beat for dramatic effect. “Please leave.”

      “No!”

      She’d practically screamed it. There was anguish on her face. A tear fell down her cheek.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Please! Let me prove myself to you. What can I do?”

      He put his hands back on her arms, back onto that smooth skin. He’d finagled things expertly to this point. And now it was time to wrap things up, to get to his real objective for this encounter.

      He stepped in closer, inches away, keeping his hands on her arms.

      Sonya gasped. Her mouth opened, lips quivered. She shook harder.

      He slid his hands up her arms to her shoulders.

      “There’s one more way you can prove yourself.”

      He put a bit of gentle pressure on her shoulders.

      She looked up at him. Hesitated. Then took his meaning. And went to her knees.
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      Becker pulled his coat in tighter against the cold and lit a second cigarette.

      He stood outside the entrance to his building. Before him was the massive Y-12 complex, a small city within a city, walled off from the outside world. 11:30 at night, and still it was alive. Cars driving through the streets. People coming and going. All the buildings were lit up brightly against the dark nighttime sky—towers and warehouses, short buildings and tall buildings, metal and brick. They stretched out so far away from him that they disappeared from sight. Y-12 sat on a wide swath of land a couple miles in length. After all these years, Becker was still dumbstruck by its sheer size. And Y-12 was only one of the three major complexes in the ORR. They were all massive operations with massive structures—even record-setting. At the time it was built, K-25 was the largest building on the planet.

      Becker took another drag from his cigarette and let his eyes bounce around the blinking lights atop Y-12’s various buildings, noticing the radical height differences. Of course, Becker knew all the buildings’ names and had a vague idea about what went on in each one. But as to the science of it all—what really went on behind all those doors and windows—he hadn’t a clue. This was a strange and almost surreal feeling, not understanding what he’d been guarding so vigilantly for so many years.

      He heard the door behind him open. It was Burks. She wore a lime green-colored pea jacket that went to her knees, tied around her waist. She stepped up beside him, took a box of Virginia Slims from her pocket, and popped one out. Becker reached out his lighter and lit it for her. She nodded her thanks.

      After she took a drag, she said, “Guess where our friend Lutz worked for most of his adult life—the U.S. State Department.”

      She caught him so off guard that he coughed on his cigarette.

      “What? The State Department?”

      Burks nodded. “Yes, indeed. A Field Service Officer. Lutz left Oak Ridge as soon as he finished high school. Seems he couldn’t get out of here fast enough. And he never came back. He got a partial scholarship at NYU, worked as a bartender to pay for the rest. When he graduated, he joined the State Department’s intern program. Climbed the ranks, stationed in Canberra, Ottawa, Nairobi, and finally Copenhagen. Then he left abruptly after nineteen years.”

      “Nineteen years. An odd time to quit.”

      “Mmm-hmm. And his choice of career after returning to the States was even odder. He became a motivational speaker.”

      Becker fiddled with the filter on his cigarette as he pondered. “So, Lutz, a former American diplomat, dealing directly with foreign dignitaries, is also a professional speaker…” He took a drag, giving his mind another moment to process. “And now we have Hendrix out there in the trees giving his speeches. Speeches railing against Y-12, one of the nation’s most highly-guarded secrets, protected from prying, foreign eyes. Interesting, no?”

      Burks nodded as she squashed her cigarette into the ashtray topper of the trash receptacle to her right. She reached into her jacket pocket and took out a crumpled Snickers wrapper.

      “Where’s Lutz now?” Becker said.

      “The record goes cold. Quite abruptly,” Burks said. She found a bite of Snickers remaining in the wrapper, popped it in her mouth, then tossed the wrapper into the trash receptacle. “His motivational work stopped all of a sudden about two years ago.”

      “Two years ago is exactly when Asa Hendrix began giving his speeches.”

      Burks gave him a mischievous grin. “I see what you’re thinking, Sherlock, but don’t get too excited just yet. We don’t even know that Lutz and Hendrix are the same person. All we’re going off is the name Asa and a vague similarity between the photos of an eighteen-year-old boy and a forty-something-year-old man.”

      “We need a contemporary photo of Lutz. There’s gotta be materials floating around from his time as a motivational speaker. Can you find some?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “All right, we’ll pick this up tomorrow. Good work, Burks. Go home. Get some sleep.”

      Becker gestured with his head toward the building, and they walked back to the entrance. As he opened the door for Burks, he said, “Why did Lutz leave the State Department?”

      “Don’t know for sure yet. I’ll figure that out in the morning,” she said. “It appears he was under investigation for some sort of transgression. And it sounds like he did something truly horrible.”
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      Dale awoke with a jolt.

      Voices.

      There had been voices from outside his door.

      A moment of confusion then he remembered where he was. Asa Hendrix’s resort cabin. The headquarters. And Dale was locked in a bedroom. He also remembered how he’d heard a voice earlier coming from the hallway, how paranoid he’d been.

      More paranoia. That’s all it was.

      He settled back into his pillow, closed his eyes.

      And then there were voices again.

      Dale sat up.

      They were louder than the voice he’d heard earlier in the night, the one that had come from one of the other bedrooms. This time there were multiple voices, and they came from the hallway, not far from Dale’s door. A pair of voices. Asa Hendrix and Cody Ellis.

      There was a small alarm clock on the nightstand by Dale’s bed. He grabbed it, held it into a beam of light coming in through the drapes from the bright parking area.

      2:07 AM.

      Dale threw back the covers and crept to the door, put his ear against it.

      “I don’t understand why this has to happen right now,” Hendrix was saying.

      “He said it’s urgent,” Cody said.

      “It’s the middle of the damn night.” Hendrix exhaled, frustrated. “All right, whatever he wants.”

      Footsteps creaked the wooden floor outside his door, going to the stairs then heading down to the first floor.

      Dale sprung into action.

      He grabbed his T-shirt and jeans—folded and sitting on top of the dresser—and slid into them. Then he pulled the closet door open and grabbed a wire hanger.

      Back to the door. He used his thumbs to straighten the hanger’s hook then inserted the piece of metal into the small, round hole in the center of the brass-colored doorknob. Had this been a pin tumbler lock, he would have needed to get more sophisticated, but this was one of those simple interior door locks, which were more for adding a layer of separation from children or annoying spouses than for true security.

      Dale pushed the wire in until he felt it slide through a groove on the inside then twisted to the left.

      There was a click as the door unlocked, amplified by the wooden doors and flooring.

      Dale winced and held perfectly still, listening for the sounds of footsteps returning up the steps. None came.

      He went to the bed and threw the pillows under the blanket in a shape approximating that of an adult man. Back to the door. He opened it slowly, testing the hinges for squeaking, then stepped out into the hallway where he shut the door behind him and re-locked it.

      He headed down the stairs, carefully transferring his weight to his bare feet with each step, trying to minimize the squeaking of the wood. Viewed from above, the setup in the living room, which he was descending toward, looked ominous. The empty chairs. The dais with Hendrix’s podium.

      There was a hushed voice in the distance, coming from a far room just on the other side of the kitchen area. The door was shut, and light crept out from the gap at the bottom.

      Dale tiptoed through the kitchen toward the door. Some of the complimentary food was still out on the counters. Dale grabbed a chocolate chip cookie as he went by, took a bite of it. Opposite of the counter with the cookies was a large chest-style storage freezer—about five feet across and three feet tall—which sat next to the refrigerator. Dale thought about some of the whack jobs he’d hunted down through the years and how they’d love to own a freezer like that, something big enough to store a hacked-up body. He wondered if Hendrix, the current whack job he was chasing, was that dark of a nemesis.

      He approached the door, which was just beyond the tile floor of the kitchen, and plastered himself against the wall. Slowly, slowly he leaned his head to the door, placing his ear against its surface.

      The voice was Hendrix, undoubtedly, but there was something odd about the way he was talking. Dale quickly realized that he was using a foreign language. He was speaking in…

      Russian?!

      There was a pause.

      Dale’s heart jumped, and he readied himself to run.

      But then Hendrix started talking again. Another pause. Then more talking.

      It was a phone conversation. In Russian. At two in the morning.

      Dale leaned forward, trying to get a better listen.

      And a board creaked beneath his foot.

      Loudly.

      The phone conversation on the other side of the door stopped abruptly.

      A pause.

      And then Dale heard footsteps rushing toward the door.
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      Asa yanked the door open and stormed into the kitchen.

      “I know I heard something out here,” he said. “Did you?”

      “Clear as day,” Cody said.

      “Who’s out here?” Asa shouted.

      Nothing in response. Noises from the ceiling above him, creaking wood. He’d woken people on the second floor.

      He looked to the adjoining living room. All the chairs. And the curtain, dividing the room in half.

      “Check behind the curtain,” he told Cody.

      Asa looked to the kitchen. It was spacious and the cabinets were huge, big enough for a person to crawl into.

      He grabbed a pair of small brass knobs and swung open a set of the cabinet doors. Plates and bowls, a few serving trays. He rushed through the kitchen, throwing each set of doors open, getting more and more pissed off as nothing but kitchen supplies turned up.

      As Asa opened the last cabinet, Cody returned, shaking his head.

      “Nothing back there.”

      “They couldn’t have gotten outside,” Asa said. “The alarm would have gone off.”

      There was a pantry to the side of the refrigerator. The only door in the kitchen that Asa had yet to check.

      The only place left to hide.

      “Come out and say hi,” Asa said as he threw open the door.

      Nothing.

      Cans of tomatoes. Boxes of cereal. Bags of flour.

      “What the hell?” Asa said, looking over the pantry in disbelief.

      “It was probably that possum again,” Cody said, “getting at the trash cans outside.”

      “The possum…” Asa said with a sigh. “I wish you’d shot that damn thing when you had the chance.”

      He shut the pantry door. And looked over the kitchen again. He waited a long moment for any signs of movement.

      Finally, he said, “Come on. Tomorrow’s the biggest day of our lives. We need the rest.”

      They left the kitchen.

      Just as they’d made it to the stairs, Asa heard another noise from the kitchen.

      He doubled back. Looked.

      Nothing.

      It probably was the damn possum.

      Or he was just getting paranoid.

      Which was understandable, given what he was about to do tomorrow.
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      Dale waited until he couldn’t stand it anymore, then he popped the freezer door open and quickly climbed out. The warm tile of the kitchen floor felt like fire against his bare toes that had all but frozen.

      He took in several big, choppy breaths. His whole body shook. His jaw chattered. He just stood there, completely immobile. If anyone came into the kitchen, he was screwed. Because, after the surge of energy he’d used to get out of the freezer, he now couldn’t move an inch. He needed to thaw out.

      As his breathing slowly came back to a normal rhythm, he considered the gravity of what he’d just discovered. It was something to distract him from the tingling sensation of heat returning to his flesh.

      Russian! Hendrix had been speaking in Russian.

      Given that Dale’s investigation centered around the U.S.’s nuclear weapons cache, this brought a whole new wave of implications to the case.

      Deadly implications.

      Dale thought again about The Guide, the mysterious figure leading an ongoing anti-nuclear conference in Knoxville. No one knew who the man was. No one had ever seen him.

      Was the Guide a Russian? A foreigner who was controlling things from afar, fooling everyone? And having Asa Hendrix handle his stateside operations?

      Dale checked the clock hanging over the stove. It was a quarter after 2. If Dale’s memory served him, Moscow was seven hours ahead of the Eastern Time Zone. That would make it 9:15 in the morning in Russia.

      Dale tested his legs. Life had returned to them finally. Prickly, pins-and-needles life, but life nonetheless.

      Russian implications gave Dale a whole lot more to ponder.

      But first he had to get out of the damn kitchen.
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      The early morning sunlight was starting to creep through the drapes, but Sonya had already been awake for nearly half an hour, too exhilarated to return to sleep. Because she couldn’t believe where she’d spent the night.

      In Asa Hendrix’s bed.

      If you had told her three months ago — hell, even three days ago — that this would happen, it would have seemed ludicrous beyond belief.

      Yet, here she was. Naked. Lying with her head on his chest, rising and lowering gently with his breaths as he snored lightly.

      Initially, when Cody told her she was to go to Asa’s room the previous night, she’d been nervous, a bit frustrated even, having already taken so many commands.

      But, more than that, she’d been scared.

      Terribly scared.

      Sonya was no fool. She knew that going to a man’s bedroom late at night could mean only one thing. Even if that man was one as noble as Asa Hendrix. Even if she’d tried desperately to convince herself that the invitation had been benign.

      After Asa had entered the room, she very soon discovered that this fear had been warranted. But once Asa had talked to her, making her realize how much she’d failed her test, she realized that she then had a way to atone for her shortcomings. A second chance.

      And it was an opportunity to be with the man she’d fallen in love with over the last three months. A chance to be with him physically.

      Why had she been so hesitant at first? Why had she been so scared?

      She knew that Asa had other female followers who had given themselves to him in this way. She didn’t like it, but she knew it. They’d slept with him in the sexual sense of the word. But how many of them had been invited to also literally sleep with him? To stay in his bed? She didn’t know of any.

      And she knew for certain that no one but her had slept with him on the eve of his big day.

      That day had now arrived, heralded by the pinkish-golden light growing brighter around her, bathing the two of them in his bed. It was the day he told her he’d been building up to for so long. And she was with him. Sonya O’Neil. Watching him sleep. She was with Asa.

      Asa. Her brain was still having a hard time believing that she was addressing him by his first name, let alone everything else that had happened.

      Asa stirred, cleared his throat, rolled halfway over. Still asleep. She moved with him, which made her grimace. She was sore down below. Very sore.

      She wondered why he’d had to be like that with her. She remembered her initial fear upon entering the bedroom, and she felt a wave of it again. Couldn’t he have been gentler when he—

      No, she thought. Stop those thoughts right there, Sonya.

      Those were limiting thoughts. Asa had taught her that she had a tendency toward self-defeat. After he’d finished, they’d had a long chat in bed, and he’d taken the time to give his assessments of her character. He said that words were powerful, even the words one tells oneself, and that her inner monologue was what was holding her back. He said she lived in a scarcity mindset. He said she self-doubted and berated herself too much. And he told her that he could help her reach her full potential.

      She rubbed her fingers through his chest hair and squeezed in tighter against him, took in his smell, his heat.

      This man would help her become the best version of herself.

      While, together, they fought to save the planet.

      And she wasn’t going to leave his side.
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      Becker’s office was chaotic.

      People always found it perplexing that someone as precise and detail-oriented as Becker kept such a cluttered workspace. But their assumption was that clutter equalled disorganization. To Becker, though, the chaos made perfect sense. It was precisely ordered.

      He put his half-eaten bagel back on its paper plate and pushed aside a stack of folders to make visible the small monitor on the table that ran alongside his desk. In his hand was a beta tape.

      The label read:

      
        
        Darrell Lutz: Positive Outlook, Positive Life

      

      

      He pushed the tape into the player, turned on the monitor, and fast-forwarded through the opening materials. A man appeared on the screen, moving about quickly in fast-forward. He was on a stage, speaking into a mic. There was a blue backdrop behind him.

      Becker pressed pause. The man jolted to a halt, frozen mid-speech. Mouth open, eyes bright.

      Becker brought the photo of Asa Hendrix next to the screen.

      Perfect match.

      “Son of a bitch,” Becker said. “It’s him.”

      He pressed play. Lutz/Hendrix started speaking.

      “… and that’s why I say to you, no. Don’t do that. Don’t question who you are. Know who you are. You receive the reality you choose to create, and you manifest that reality through your subconscious. Earlier, when I said…”

      As Hendrix continued, Becker leaned back in his chair, the springs squeaking. He thought about the Asa Hendrix meetings, the power of his persuasion. And the connection with this other incarnation of the same man, this motivational speaker. Both spewing words, gaining followers…

      A tap at his door.

      Burks was there. She was taller than usual, wearing big, pointy heels that matched her blue skirt suit. She balanced a glazed doughnut atop a cup of coffee in one hand, and in her other hand was a file folder.

      Becker waved her in and pointed at the monitor. “Lookee who we got here.”

      Burks smiled as she approached, waving the folder in her hand. She dropped it on his desk in front of him.

      “You’re never gonna believe why Lutz was under investigation at the State Department,” she said.
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      Delicious aromas crept in through the cracks of Dale’s door.

      At around ten, Cody finally released Dale from his room and told him to get some grub downstairs. An early riser, Dale had been up for hours, stomach growling, sitting on his bed and trying to piece together the facts of the case.

      He followed the scrumptious smells of breakfast to the kitchen, where he found the island and countertops loaded with trays full of food: sausage links, bacon, mounds of scrambled eggs, stacks of pancakes, steaming hash browns.

      In the kitchen, by himself, was the man with the ponytail, the guy Dale had determined was Hendrix’s second-in-command. He was filling a plate. He glanced at Dale and looked away.

      Behind the man was the storage freezer. Dale thought back to hiding there the previous night. He grinned with pride thinking about it, the cleverness of it all, but it also made him feel cold. Physically cold. Just the memory of his time in the dark, frozen box sent a chill over his body. The hairs on his arms stood up.

      Dishes and silverware were stacked at the end of the island. Dale grabbed a plate and a fork and queued up behind the other man, who wore similar clothing to what he’d had on the previous night—the wireframe glasses, a faded green shirt, brown pants with extra pockets on the sides, the same pair of scuffed hiking boots. He looked ready for a long trek into the surrounding woods.

      Dale scooped some hash browns onto his plate and eyeballed the other man. There was a reason why this guy had been placed in a position of prominence at the meeting the previous night. There was something special about him, and Dale had to figure out what that might be. Now was his opportunity.

      He’d start with some small talk.

      “Quite a spread we got here,” Dale said.

      No response.

      Dale placed a well-sized scoop of fruit salad on his plate, pushing aside an equally generous heap of scrambled eggs. He stepped behind the other man, waiting for him to finish at the toaster.

      “Nice weather, huh?” Dale said. “Should do well with what we have planned tonight. By the way, do you know what those plans might be?”

      The man looked at him. Coldly. Looked away.

      “Not much of a conversationalist, are you?”

      A voice came from the other side of the kitchen. “Watson.”

      Dale turned. It was Cody.

      “He wants to see you.”
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        * * *

      

      Dale sat in a rocking chair on the front porch. It was bright and sunny but very cold. He’d retrieved his jacket from his room, and the plate of food was warming his thighs through his jeans. He took a bite of scrambled eggs.

      In the rocking chair next to him, leaning back, was Asa Hendrix. He stared out into the trees, reflectively. His empty plate sat on a small table to the side, and his hands rested on his stomach.

      “I understand you were locked in your room last night,” Hendrix said, not looking away from the trees. Puffs of breath escaped into the cold air as he spoke.

      “It wasn’t the friendliest welcome I’ve ever received,” Dale said.

      “Sorry about that. Cody’s idea, not mine. He’s not as trusting as I am.”

      Hendrix sighed, still staring out into the trees.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “Gorgeous,” Dale said.

      It really was. The rolling hills were confetti-splashed with bright colors, extending to the horizon. The porch faced east, away from Oak Ridge, and the other, half-finished cabins were behind them, out of sight, making the view all but uninterrupted. Only a few utility lines cutting through the hills spoiled the natural vista. They were just outside the true Smoky Mountains, but these hills were still smoking that morning, puffs of fog clinging to the peaks. The sun was bright as it rose into view. Dale squinted.

      Hendrix grabbed a steaming mug of coffee from the table where his plate sat, took a sip, and wrapped both hands around it.

      “Oak Ridge is a real crossroads. You have Mother Nature at her finest,” he said, gesturing, “and a few miles away you have Man’s greatest, most terrible technical creations. You have simple, backwoods folks, and you have some of the most brilliant minds on the planet. I’d love to say there was a harmony to it, but all of this,” he said, gesturing to the trees again, “is being poisoned. We’re gonna take care of that tonight, though, Tommy.”

      “And how are we going to do it?” Dale said.

      He hadn’t gotten an answer out of Hendrix’s second-in-command. Maybe Hendrix himself would give Dale an idea of what sort of mayhem was in store.

      “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      Hendrix pivoted in his chair, finally facing Dale. With a smile.

      His eyes lingered on Dale for a moment before he turned back to the trees, and in that moment, Dale thought he saw something. A flicker of comprehension, perhaps. A bit of trickery.

      Whenever Dale was undercover, he felt a constant tension—the worry of being found out or, worse, that his infiltration had been recognized from the beginning.

      Did Hendrix know?

      Dale thought back to his paranoia in the bedroom the previous night.

      Paranoia was another constant for Dale when he was undercover.

      “You’re a part of the inner circle now,” Hendrix continued, “and that involves doing what’s necessary. Whatever that might be. I’m going out on a limb with you. I didn’t vet you like I did the others. But I’m a good judge of character. That’s why I wanted to meet with you now and have this man-to-man. To let you know that I trust you. Here, a token of my trust.”

      He reached into his jacket pocket and handed Dale his Model 36.

      It felt good in Dale’s hand, the weight of it, as though he’d been incomplete without it and now he was whole again. He had a tendency to lose his weapon during his assignments, but it always found its way home.

      “Much appreciated,” Dale said and put the gun away.

      Dale had a one-on-one opportunity with Hendrix, likely the only one he would have, and he needed to take advantage of it. He was starting the second day of his investigation, and he was in sore need of answers—starting with the identity of the puzzling man who’d given Dale the cold shoulder in the kitchen.

      “Your friend with the ponytail doesn’t talk much.”

      Hendrix looked at Dale and smiled, a bit of that semi-suspicious twinkle in his eyes again. He shook his head.

      “He’s a quiet guy. Another one of my inner circle. He serves his purpose, as all of you do. Speaking of which, I need to ask my first favor of you.”

      Hendrix had evaded Dale’s questioning masterfully, turning it back on Dale, making a request of him. A textbook power move. Dale was impressed.

      “Certainly,” Dale said.

      He braced himself for something terrible, some awful task that he’d be asked to do. He started formulating ways of getting out of sinister requests without breaking his cover.

      “I need you to get some sandwiches,” Hendrix said with a laugh. “We’re running low on lunch food, and I need a big meal for the inner circle before the meeting tonight. It will be the last chance we’ll get to eat before we begin our task, so make sure it’s a hearty meal. You can take the truck.”

      He pointed toward a truck parked in the gravel, the same rusty Dodge with which Cody had hunted Dale the night before.

      “Hopefully that’s not my only task,” Dale said. “I was hoping to meet the mysterious Guide.”

      It was a surreptitious attempt at gaining some intel on The Guide. And it would be the last time Dale would try for info. If he pried much more, it would start to look obvious.

      Hendrix chuckled again and stood up. He stretched, lifting his arms above his head.

      “Oh, no. It won’t be your only task today, Tommy. Far from it.”

      He headed toward the front doors, leaving Dale seated, still eating his breakfast.

      “And don’t worry,” he said without turning around. “The Guide will reveal himself soon enough.”
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      Dale had made a return trip to the kitchen for a second round of breakfast, and now his stomach was comfortably heavy. As he walked up to the old Dodge, someone else was exiting a green Ford Pinto. It was Sonya. She wore a long jacket and red bellbottom pants.

      Dale approached her as she shut the car door. In one hand she held the straps of a duffel bag. A purse hung from her opposite shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” Dale said. “In the basement last night, did I hurt you?

      “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      Her response was shorter, more brusque than he’d expected. She was scared, he figured. And he didn’t blame her. Not one bit. This woman was in danger. She was in too deep. If she didn’t get out now, she never would.

      But Dale couldn’t simply tell her that she needed to get the hell out of there, which was exactly what he wanted to say. If he did that, it could be reported to Hendrix—and his cover would be blown.

      “Listen,” he said. “Whatever’s going to happen tonight is gonna be huge. I can feel it. Are you sure you’re up to it?”

      It was the best he could do to warn her without actually saying, Run! Run for the hills!

      She looked into him coldly for a moment. “You sound like you’re having second thoughts. You sound like a traitor, Tommy Watson.”

      “All I’m saying is you’re not much of a fighter. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      She stepped in closer to him, made that cold stare of hers even colder. Frozen.

      “I may not be much of a fighter, but I’ll do whatever I possibly can for Asa Hendrix. I would walk into a burning building for that man if he asked. I don’t need you looking out for me. The only man looking out for me is Asa Hendrix. Remember that, Watson.”

      Cuckoo. Cuckoo.

      Dale took a step back, distancing himself.

      “Have you visited Stockholm recently, Sonya?”

      She cocked her head to the side, furled her brow. “Huh?”

      Stockholm Syndrome—the condition in which a person forms an emotional connection to his or her captors.

      Dale’s quip had flown right over Sonya’s head.

      “Never mind,” he said.

      He was about to say something else, when he stopped abruptly.

      Because he’d seen a face.

      Staring at him from the surrounding trees. About fifty feet away.

      “Hey!” Dale screamed as he darted past Sonya.

      He ran into the woods.

      To chase down Redbeard.
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      Sloane rubbed some heat into his cheeks. It was already well past eleven, but the sun still hadn’t done much to warm things up.

      The woods were cold. And wet. Earlier it had sprinkled for a half hour or so. The sky above was blue, full of big, white clouds. The leaves were vibrant, both on the branches and covering the ground.

      He and his men were positioned fifty yards apart, forming a perimeter around the cabin. The target was there. Somewhere. And Sloane had set up a net. He wasn’t going to let the guy slip through his grips again.

      Why had the man returned to the cabin? And how had he continued to elude Sloane and his team?

      Sloane knew that there was a single answer to both of those questions—the guy was a federal agent. Well-trained. It made hunting the man a unique assignment. A thrilling one. A challenge.

      But at this point, Sloane was beginning to tire of the excitement. The thrill had worn off. He urgently needed to deal with this target. Too much time had ticked off the clock. And even though Sloane’s boss was a patient man, Sloane knew that the director would soon tire of the delays.

      So this was the moment. Out here in the woods. Sloane was going to take care of the target. Right now.

      So far that morning, there’d been only a bit of lackadaisical activity at the cabin. A few people ate breakfast at the rocking chairs on the porch. A green Pinto left and returned. Someone took out the trash. That was it.

      But just then there was a sudden burst of activity.

      Someone ran away from the porch. Toward the woods.

      Sloane brought his binoculars to his eyes. At the same time, his walkie-talkie sounded.

      “Sir, are you seeing this?”

      “Affirmative,” Sloane said.

      He watched through the binoculars.

      “They’re on the move again. Chasing each other,” Sloane said. “Let’s go.”
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      Things must come in threes, Dale determined.

      He’d been locked up three times since arriving in Tennessee. And now he was chasing Redbeard for the third time.

      Redbeard had gotten the jump on him and disappeared into a small ravine. But Dale caught little glimpses of his blue shirt among the branches and leaves and tree trunks.

      And Dale was gaining on the guy.

      He sure as hell wasn’t gonna get away again.

      Dale’s boots crunched leaves, snapped sticks. And as he ran over the edge of the drop-off into the ravine, he nearly lost his balance. Recovered. And then gained a ton of speed, barreling precariously down the hill.

      As he tried to maintain his balance—his legs kicking uncontrollably faster and faster—he saw Redbeard ahead of him at the bottom of the hill.

      Facing him.

      Not moving.

      With his hands in the air in an open and nonthreatening stance.

      Dale grabbed his Model 36.

      He couldn’t stop his momentum, and he ran right past Redbeard. The ground leveled. He managed to slow himself then doubled back, aiming his gun at the man.

      Dale breathed hard, sucking in huge breaths. He kept the gun leveled at Redbeard as he stepped a few feet away from him.

      “All right, asshole. Who are you, and why have you been chasing me?”

      The man responded in a calm, even voice. “You’re misunderstanding the situation, Agent Conley.”

      The sound of his own name coming from the stranger’s mouth set off alarms in Dale’s head, sent a quick shiver over his flesh.

      “How do you know my name?”

      Redbeard took in a breath, let it out, and looked at Dale intently.

      “I’m the one who sent you the message.”
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      Dale opened his mouth, so confused that only small sounds came out, not words.

      Redbeard took the opportunity. “My name is—”

      Dale held up a finger, made a shushing noise.

      “Stop. Just … hold on a sec.”

      He stepped up to Redbeard and patted him down. Redbeard spread his legs, kept his hands in the air, let Dale do what he needed. Dale found a handgun in his waistband and took it out. An M1911. Otherwise he was clean.

      Dale stepped back, held the 1911 to his side and kept his Model 36 pointed at the man with his other hand, aiming from the hip in true belly gun fashion. Redbeard kept his hands in the air.

      “You were saying?”

      “My name is Donovan Maddox. Central Intelligence.”

      “CIA?” Dale sputtered. This revelation brought a quick wave of possibilities to Dale’s mind. None of them good. “That would explain the surveillance you’ve been conducting on me.”

      Dale thought back to the coordinated movements of the men on the street in Knoxville. Textbook. Definitely worthy of a CIA team.

      “I haven’t been spying on you, Agent Conley. I’ve been trying to make contact with you.”

      “What?” Dale said, so confused now that he was starting to get angry. “Both times I’ve seen you, you ran off. The first time you had those other guys chase me down with freaking guns, and the second time you dragged me from a car.”

      Maddox raised his eyebrows, looked straight at Dale, trying to be as earnest as possible. “Listen to me. No one’s been following you—not me, not the other men. Don’t you get it, Conley? Those guys are chasing me.”

      Dale’s head was spinning.

      “So … who are they? Foreign intelligence?”

      “They’re CIA too.”

      “WHAT? If you’re on the same team … I …” Dale stammered. A moment’s pause then he stepped closer, sticking the gun out another couple inches. He gritted his teeth. “You’d better start making some sense, Maddox.”

      “I was with a team in Moscow,” he said. “We were profiling a high-ranking civilian at the Kremlin. Ulan Lebedev. A member of their nuclear program.”

      Nuclear …

      Oak Ridge. Y-12. Atomic bombs. Dale’s thoughts headed in myriad directions, all twisted and dark. But he pulled his focus back to center.

      “With détente ongoing,” Dale said, “how much CIA surveillance is still happening at the Kremlin?”

      “Plenty. More than you might think. I’ve particularly taken an interest in any faction potentially going rogue, selling materials or secrets. I chased a false lead, developed a theory that was completely wrong. Since then, no one has trusted me. They think I’ve come apart. So when an American ecoterrorist named Trent Steeger began meeting with Lebedev regularly, no one took my findings seriously.”

      “What did you find?”

      “Lebedev and Steeger met four times in three months, always in Moscow, always alone, away from the Kremlin. Steeger is known for violence. The bombing outside the UN last year — those were his people. He’s like a really violent Greenpeace. Everyone I talked to thought I had gone paranoid. They said Steeger was peacefully negotiating with Lebedev, trying to quell any potential for another terrorist attack. But I tell you, there’s something else going on. They’re working together. Lebedev wouldn’t have met with a guy like Steeger if he didn’t have something in mind. Certainly not in private. So I left my post, went AWOL and followed Steeger back to the U.S. For the last two weeks, I’ve been here in Tennessee.”

      Maddox spoke with authority, and the details he was providing had an air of authenticity. The story was just crazy enough to be true.

      In a situation like this, it was best to be as amicable as possible. Dale needed to cut the tension. He lowered his gun and motioned for Maddox to drop his hands, which he did.

      “Since you went AWOL,” Dale said, “and since they already thought you were a nut, they sent a team to hunt you down. The guys with the guns in Knoxville. Special Activities Division?”

      Maddox nodded. “Exactly. SAD/SOG.”

      “Oh god…” Dale said. “The Special Operations Group…”

      “That’s right. They’re literally hunting me down. Remember, not only do they think I’m paranoid, and not only has the man who’s obsessed with Soviet rogue agents selling secrets gone rogue himself, but I’ve been hanging around Y-12 and the groups actively protesting it. They think I’m selling secrets. They’ll drop me on sight. I recognized the team leader. Marcus Sloane. I’m sure you saw him in Knoxville. Sandy blonde hair, widow’s peak. He’s an assassin, Conley. Ruthless. I’m a marked man.”

      “So, in Knoxville, you weren’t running from me. You were running from Sloane.”

      Maddox nodded. “Correct.”

      “Why’d you run from me the second time? Here at the cabin, during the meeting last night?”

      “I thought if I ran out you’d follow me again. Which you did. But then Hendrix’s man came after us. I had to get away.”

      “You dragged me from your car!”

      “You could have let go.”

      “Touché. The gentleman in the pickup who chased us was Cody Ellis, by the way. One of Hendrix’s cronies. They’re out to get you too, ya know? Hendrix has his eye on you.” Dale sighed long and hard. “What the hell have you gotten me involved in, Maddox?” A thought came to him. “Wait. How did you get me involved in this? Your message—you called me out specifically, referenced the BEI. No one knows about the BEI.”

      “The CIA knows everything.”

      Dale nodded reluctantly. “True. But why me?”

      “I followed Steeger here,” Maddox said. “The fact that he went to one of the U.S.’s nuclear weapons facilities didn’t surprise me at all, of course. But I was more than a little surprised to find out that Steeger was the second-in-command to a mystic prophet preaching in the woods outside town.”

      Dale’s mind flashed on the silent man, the one who had sat in a place of prominence during Asa Hendrix’s speech.

      “The guy with the ponytail…”

      Maddox nodded. “That’s Steeger.”

      Dale put the pieces together. “And since Asa Hendrix has connected himself to a quirky historical figure in John Hendrix, and since you had no one to turn to in the CIA, you sent a cryptic message in the newspaper, knowing the BEI’s notorious history guy would take the bait and come here to help you.”

      “I did what I had to,” Maddox said. “Understand that I wouldn’t have pulled you into this had I not thought this was of massive importance. Something huge is going to happen here in Tennessee. And I need your help. Before I left Moscow, one of the last bits of intel I uncovered on Lebedev was his upcoming flight. Guess where Lebedev is gonna visit.”

      Dale took Maddox’s meaning, but the whole idea was so astounding he could hardly reply.

      “Here…”

      “Bingo. Lebedev’s secretary booked him a ticket to Knoxville two weeks ago.”

      “When’s the flight?”

      Maddox grinned. “Today.”

      “And this is the day Hendrix told his followers to prepare for,” Dale said. “Almost like a mobilization. I heard Hendrix on the phone last night, speaking in Russian …”

      He trailed off. Thought for a moment.

      “You’re right, Maddox,” Dale said. “Something huge is going down here.”

      All of this was so crazy it made sense. In Dale’s line of work, he had to be very suspicious of anyone he encountered. And when you think someone’s been chasing you down with a team of armed men, it makes them even harder to trust.

      But Dale could tell Maddox was telling the truth.

      Dale took a look at him, at his fake beard.

      “That’s a quality beard, Maddox,” Dale said, pointing at his face. “But I don’t know why you chose red when your hair is brown.”

      Dale reached out, gave the beard a sharp tug.

      The beard didn’t come off. Maddox yelped.

      “Ow! What the hell’s the matter with you?”

      “Sorry … thought it was a fake.”

      Maddox rubbed his cheek.

      Dale looked away, ran a hand through his hair, putting more of the pieces together.

      “So, ecoterrorist Steeger and Russian nuclear specialist Lebedev had clandestine meetings in Moscow. Now Steeger is here in Tennessee with Asa Hendrix, and Lebedev will be flying in later today …”

      His voice trailed off as the pistons in his brain started to gain speed. He thought for a moment.

      “At the same time Steeger and Lebedev were having their meetings,” he continued, “there was a massive, ongoing conference against nuclear waste in Knoxville. At the head of this conference was an enigmatic leader, someone who was powerful enough to bring together people from all over the world, and yet someone who has never been seen. Someone known simply as The Guide.

      “The Guide and the Prophet, Asa Hendrix, have been working together. The protests at Y-12 have gotten more unruly. And now, Hendrix is planning something huge, something that’s gonna happen tonight.”

      He paused.

      “Hendrix … Steeger …”

      He paused again. And then a revelation hit him.

      Hard.

      “Trent Steeger is The Guide!”

      Maddox opened his mouth to reply…

      And his head exploded.
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      Hot fluid sprayed all over Dale’s face. Terribly hot. And something heavy and hard smashed into his forehead. A piece of Maddox’s skull, no doubt. It brought sharp pain, an instant headache.

      Dale staggered back.

      Maddox dropped to his knees. His head was destroyed. An absolute ruin. Dale had unfortunately seen more than a couple headshot wounds in his time as a federal agent, all of which had come from standard-size rounds. Clean holes on the entry and, when the bullet didn’t get lodged in the head, larger exit wounds. Sometimes a bit of open cranium.

      But whatever had struck Maddox hadn’t been a standard-sized round. It had been something massive. And it absolutely tore the man’s head apart. His red beard was completely missing.

      His body dropped from his knees and onto his face.

      Or, where the face used to be.

      Dale thought of the Special Activities agent and his team that Maddox said had been hunting him. Marcus Sloane, the guy with the widow’s peak Dale had seen in Knoxville.

      Maddox had described Sloane as a hunter.

      An assassin.

      And Dale knew he could be next.

      There was a tree to his right. Farther away than he would want, about ten feet. He sprinted to it, plastered his back against it.

      He sucked in a few shallow, rapid breaths.

      He had his Model 36 in his right hand and the M1911 in his left. He adjusted his grips on both, flicked off the 1911’s safety, and put his index fingers on both triggers. He inched his face just barely around the side of the tree, looking in the direction he thought the shot had come from, ready for the firefight of his life.

      But his worry was in vain.

      At the top of the hill was a pair of men, and neither one of them was Agent Sloane.

      It was Asa Hendrix and Cody Ellis, the latter of whom carried a large rifle.

      They descended the steep hill, sliding in the leaves. Hendrix called out to Dale.

      “Come on out, Tommy! Didn’t mean to give you such a fright.”

      Dale slowly lowered the handguns. Took a breath. And walked back to Maddox’s body. Hendrix and Cody met him there.

      Cody held a gigantic, scoped rifle. Massive. Almost as big as he was. Dale didn’t know specifically what kind of rifle it was—the make or the model—but this was something entirely different from your typical Winchester. This was a specialty weapon, something rare, the sort of thing that dickheads on safari use to bring down elephants.

      No wonder Maddox’s head had blown up.

      Hendrix rolled the body over with his foot. The mangled head revealed itself. He slapped Cody on the back.

      “God damn, Cody! You did well, son.” He turned to Dale, looked him up and down. Smiled. “You’re drenched, Tommy. You look like you just stepped out of a horror movie. Like Sissy Spacek. Thanks for catching this son of a bitch for us.”

      He looked to Dale’s left hand. At the 1911.

      “The guy was armed, huh?” he said. He reached out toward Dale. Expectantly. Wanting the gun.

      Dale hesitated for a half moment. Then handed it to him.

      Hendrix turned the 1911 over in his hands, inspected it, shook his head. “I knew this guy was some sort of spy.”

      Dale returned his attention to the body. Absolutely grotesque. He could hardly look.

      Dale was deep undercover. And he had to stay in character. But, still, something couldn’t keep the words from escaping his lips.

      “This is murder…” he said quietly.

      “What did you say?” Hendrix said.

      “I said, this is murder!” He faced Cody. “You’re a goddamn murderer!”

      “Murder?” Hendrix said with a scoff. “This guy was one of the enemies. I had him followed. For the last couple weeks since we first spotted him, he’s spent half his time near Y-12 and the other half shadowing us. We know they’ve sent spies out here before, but until now they’ve not been stupid enough to send the same guy more than once. I hope that our killing one little spy hasn’t made you lose your resolve. We have major work to do today, and it’s gonna get dark. Have you gone soft on me, Tommy?”

      Hendrix had kept his eyes locked on Dale while he spoke, and there was a certain quality to his stare, similar to how he’d looked at him back on the porch—like he didn’t completely trust Dale. A tiny suspicion. An inkling.

      Dale didn’t immediately reply. He wanted to lash out at them, haul both of their asses to jail. But he had to maintain his cover. He still didn’t know what Hendrix’s massive plan was for that day, and he knew that it somehow involved a nuclear weapons facility. And Russians. Whatever Hendrix had planned, it had the potential for devastating, international, world-changing ramifications. As awful as Agent Maddox’s murder had been, Dale would need to file it away in his mental notes and continue to play along. For now.

      Even after watching a man get half-decapitated.

      “No,” Dale said. “I’m still with you, Asa. It was just so … gruesome.”

      Hendrix’s eyes grew cold, and he watched Dale for a moment. He then raised his arm and looked at his watch, dramatically.

      “Getting late, Tommy. I still need those sandwiches,” he said. “Probably more your speed—sandwich duty.”

      Cody snickered behind him.

      Dale again had to restrain himself. He took a breath. And nodded.

      “Okay.”

      Hendrix shook his head in disgust. “Go clean yourself up, you goddamn pussy.”
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      The desk chair creaked as Sloane leaned back, awaiting the director’s response.

      The good news was the target had been eliminated and was, therefore, no longer a threat.

      The bad news was plentiful.

      Sloane and his men hadn’t been the ones to eliminate the target; the target had been killed before any intel had been extracted; and Sloane had no explanation as to the target’s connection to Y-12, Asa Hendrix, Trent Steeger, the Russians, or the mysterious man who carried a Model 36.

      Basically, Sloane’s assignment had just changed from an intriguing cerebral challenge to a complete shit storm.

      All in the blink of an eye.

      Or, rather, the explosion of Donovan Maddox’s head.

      He was in his motel room on the west side of Oak Ridge. A simple motor lodge. Unassuming. Cheap furnishings. Musty air. The stale smell of cigarette smoke. He had the curtains drawn. There was the sound of traffic from the nearby street.

      Finally, the director spoke. “Not your best work, Agent Sloane.”

      Sloane wasn’t the groveling type. And groveling wasn’t the thing to do with the director. Nor any other federal agent, for that matter. Just accept your failings with dignified resignation.

      “Yes, sir,” was all he said.

      The director clicked his tongue. There was a pause, and Sloane prepared himself for a request that he return to Langley.

      “And what does this other man look like?” the director said.

      “Above average height. Athletic build. Brown hair. Casual attire. Armed. Smith & Wesson Model 36.”

      Another pause.

      “All right. Change of plans,” the director said. “Follow the guy.”
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      Dale held a small poster in his hand, its background a pink-yellow-green gradient, the kind of poster that announces concerts and other entertainment events. In big letters across the top was:

      
        
        DARRELL LUTZ: UNLOCK YOUR MIND

        Two Days Only, March 22nd & 23rd

      

      

      Below this was a photo of a man holding a microphone, mouth open, in the middle of a powerful speech. It was a man Dale recognized.

      Asa Hendrix.

      He handed the poster back to Becker.

      They stood outside the guard station at the front gate of the massive Y-12 complex. Strange, industrial, and almost ominous-looking buildings loomed behind them. When Dale had driven up in a vehicle with a tag not on the registered list—the old Dodge truck—Becker had rushed over in person to confirm Dale’s identity.

      Becker squinted in the bright sunlight. Dale wore his aviator sunglasses.

      “Lutz worked in the State Department for nineteen years. A Field Service Officer,” Becker said.

      “An FSO? You gotta be kidding me.”

      Hendrix’s communications skills were clearly in line with a career as an international diplomat, so that part made sense to Dale. What bothered him was Hendrix’s malignancy. Dale had just witnessed the man instruct someone to blow a guy’s head in half. Not the kind of person you want representing the U.S. on the world’s stage.

      “Why nineteen years?” Dale said. “Why not get a retirement?”

      “Lutz said his wife and kids couldn’t take the lifestyle anymore.”

      “This is the same wife who left him and took the kids with her,” Dale said skeptically.

      “Exactly. I had my bloodhound, Kieran Burks, dig into it further. Ends up, Lutz had been under the microscope during his last year with the State Department. Funds were disappearing at the embassy in Copenhagen, Lutz’s last station. When the investigation got close to him, he suddenly quit. He comes back to the States, his wife leaves, and he starts motivational speaking.”

      “You said he only did the speaking for a year. Looks like he was doing well with it,” Dale said, pointing at the poster in Becker’s hand. “Why stop out of the blue?”

      “Because the State Department’s investigation continued during that year. He was indicted for embezzlement. Then he disappeared.”

      “Holy shit,” Dale said. “He’s a damn federal fugitive.”

      “He comes back here to this area, somewhere he hasn’t been since he was eighteen, a familiar place where no one would recognize him, and he creates a fake identity, saying he’s another Prophet of Oak Ridge. That’s where we lose sight of the narrative. We haven’t been able to figure out why the hell he came back here.”

      Something clicked in Dale’s brain.

      Something massive.

      “I know why,” he said.

      “Don’t hold out on me.”

      “It all ties to Steeger.”

      “Trent Steeger?”

      “Yes. The notorious ecoterrorist, the man running the CLEAN Conference. The Guide. We’ve been thinking about it all wrong. The Guide and The Prophet aren’t just friendly. They’re a two-man team. But why would a former State Department diplomat under indictment for embezzlement work with an ecoterrorist?” Dale said, inviting Becker to continue his train of thought.

      Becker shook his head. “I have no clue.”

      “Because this has nothing to do with the environment. For the last year Steeger has been running the CLEAN Conference in Knoxville, and his partner Hendrix is gathering more forces for whatever they have planned for tonight. The CLEAN Conference and Hendrix’s prophecies are a big front, a one-two punch.”

      Becker shook his head again, confused. “If Steeger and Hendrix aren’t ecoterrorists, then what are they?”

      “They’re Russian operatives,” Dale said, looking Becker straight in the eye. “Think about it. Maddox and the CIA had been trailing Steeger, watching him as he held meetings with a Russian nuclear specialist, a man who’s going to arrive here later today. Before that, Hendrix embezzled funds while working in Copenhagen. Picture the map—Denmark’s only a hop, skip, and a jump from the Iron Curtain. He could have been embezzling those funds for the Soviets. Tonight, Hendrix has something big planned, and it just happens to be the same night Ulan Lebedev is arriving in town. You heard Hendrix. It sounded like he was rallying the troops at the meeting last night. I know for a fact now that he’s militant. I have the bloodstained clothes to prove it. Steeger and Hendrix are organizing their forces at tonight’s meeting. And then they’ll strike. We need to prepare for a full-on attack of Y-12.”

      Becker took a long breath and ran his hand through his hair. His face lost some of its color. He looked back at the facility behind them—all the traffic, all the people coming and going. He looked bewildered, like the weight of his responsibility had suddenly begun crushing him.

      “Here’s my thought,” Dale said.

      Becker just nodded. He stared at the ground, his mind clearly processing a thousand scenarios at once.

      “I’ll go back to the cabin,” Dale continued. “Now that I’m a part of Hendrix’s inner circle, I’ll gather all the intel I can until tonight’s meeting. You referred to your forces here at Y-12 as a ‘small army.’ It’s time to mobilize that army. Form a team, move them through the woods to the cabin, well before the meeting starts. Once Hendrix’s followers have all assembled, raid the place. Bring them in. Every last soul.”

      Becker breathed in. Sighed. Finally looked at Dale.

      “Not a bad plan, Conley. You’d do well here at Y-12.”

      Becker had that look on his face again. That strange searching, assessing look.

      And Dale was going to figure out what it meant.

      “Listen,” Dale said. “What’s with that look you’re always giving me? Have I offended you somehow? Was it when I told you I like to slap my boss’s fat belly?”

      Becker started to say something, paused, and then continued anyway. It was as though he’d considered dodging the question and then thought better of it.

      “I had a son your age. And, uh … He passed away. You look like him. And I don’t mean a vague resemblance. You look exactly like him.”

      Dale wasn’t sure how to respond. So he didn’t.

      Becker smiled, painfully. “Colbert was his name. Bert. He was a quirky guy, just like you. I’m much more strait-laced than either one of you. He … He always thought I was embarrassed of him. He joined the Army, thinking that would impress me. Didn’t make it through basic. He became more reserved when he got back home. And then one day, a couple years ago, a drunk driver put his pickup through the side of Bert’s car.”

      He stopped then.

      Dale stayed quiet.

      “Joan, my wife, has never been the same. It devastated us both, but she can hardly function.”

      Becker looked away. His eyes glistened.

      Dale found that one of the hardest things to do in life was watch a strong man cry. So much was made of stoicism in masculinity, and old salts like Becker took that promise of manly reservedness very seriously, hardly letting a single emotion escape their rock-hard façades. To get a man like that to cry took a powerful hurt. Very powerful.

      “She doesn’t leave the house. Hardly moves,” Becker continued. “She gets by on numbing comforts. Booze and pills. Movies. TV. And, yes, Vols football.”

      Becker was making a clear reference to Dale’s slightly disparaging remarks the previous night about football fanaticism. Dale felt like a proper ass.

      “So if I’ve seemed a bit frazzled since you met me, Conley, that’s why,” he said. “You remind me of my failure. I let Bert down. I’ve tried for two years to get Joan to smile again and failed there as well. Until lately I could at least count on myself to excel here, at work. But now that’s slipping out of my grasp too.”

      Becker had finished. He stared vacantly over Dale’s shoulder, through Y-12’s fence.

      Dale could say something reassuring, but it would be pointless. A simple platitude. And with a stoic guy like Becker, it wouldn’t be welcome. He didn’t want Dale’s sympathy. So Dale just changed the subject.

      He spoke quietly. “I should go. They’re expecting me back at the cabin. And I have to pick up sandwiches. Don’t ask.”

      He leaned to the side, broke through Becker’s blank stare, got his attention.

      “It’s going to be dangerous later. Why don’t you go home for an hour or so?” Dale said. “And see your wife.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      A few hours later. Dale was in a full-size van that smelled a bit like motor oil, a bit like cat urine. The floors were rubber-coated and simultaneously sticky and gritty. Dale had a strong impulse to take a scrub brush to the whole thing. Or douse it in kerosene and light a match.

      He was in the bench seat behind the two front seats. Beside him was Cody. Hendrix was driving. Riding shotgun, directly in front of Dale, was Trent Steeger. His ponytail swung with the movements of the van. He hadn’t spoken. Dale still had yet to hear the man say a word.

      Sonya was in the first bench seat behind Dale with the other female member of Asa’s inner circle. At the bench seat in the back were the three remaining men.

      Hendrix had assembled his inner circle shortly after Dale returned to the cabin. He gave them a long, passionate, yet completely lacking in details speech about the dangers that awaited them that evening. Dale heard plenty about the importance of perseverance and integrity but nothing about what they’d actually be doing, how they’d be attacking the ORR. The rest of the inner circle had watched Hendrix intently. Sonya had been particularly transfixed, eyes wide, mouth partly open, a dreamy look on her face.

      A late lunch/early dinner came next, the sandwiches Dale had retrieved. Dale was quite proud of them. He’d found a really great Philadelphia-style sub shop. Having been to Philly many times, he found them to be surprisingly authentic, right there in the middle of Appalachia. When the sandwiches were gone, Hendrix told them they were going to take a trip, giving them the promise of a huge surprise, something fitting of the important day they were embarking upon.

      Through the van’s windows, Dale saw that the sky was beginning to turn a bit pink. The sun would soon be saying its goodbye for the day. Several minutes into the trip, Dale realized they were heading out of Oak Ridge and toward Knoxville. But when they reached I-40, they didn’t merge onto that highway but instead continued south onto I-140. They weren’t heading to the city proper. This confused Dale but only momentarily because he remembered being in this part of town before, when he’d first arrived in the city. And then he saw a road sign that confirmed it.

      McGhee Tyson Airport.

      He knew of only one reason they’d be going to the airport.

      They were going to pick up the Russian.
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        * * *

      

      The group of them, all nine people, marched through the main concourse toward arrivals. The sunset’s colors—pinks and oranges and blood red—were as bright as they were vivid, much like the fall foliage, and the warm light flooded into the airport through the large banks of floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Hendrix had explained to the group that he wanted to give Mr. Ulan Lebedev a proper greeting. He’d described the man as a fringe Soviet nuclear specialist as concerned about environmental destruction as they were.

      Yeah. Right.

      The airport was full of the typical travel hustle-and-bustle. It was rather small, clean and well-kept with regional decorative touches. Sculptures of black bears. Wooden rocking chairs, similar to those back at the cabin, positioned by the windows, looking out onto the runways. Fountains with local flora—ferns and the like.

      As he followed the group, Dale’s eyes glazed over as he tried to come up with a plan for his next move. He’d seen plenty of movies and read plenty of detective novels in which undercover cops got in too deep. And this was as deep undercover as Dale had been. He and his group were about to join forces with a Russian nuclear official.

      Dale shouldn’t have gone back to the cabin. He should have stayed with Becker. He’d returned to Hendrix because he thought he could gather more intel, figure out what they were doing tonight. But Dale was going to be of no use to Becker if Hendrix found him out, and if Dale made any sort of mistake while he was this far undercover then—

      “Dale!”

      He heard a woman’s voice calling his name in the distance.

      She’d been calling someone else, of course. Some other Dale. Because right now he wasn’t Dale. He was Tommy Watson.

      He returned to his thoughts.

      With the Russian being involved, now things got a whole lot more convoluted for Dale. He considered how he might readjust his tactics when he returned to the cabin. If he were to—

      “Dale!”

      No mistaking it. Someone was calling him.

      He turned to look.

      All the others stopped walking and looked as well, all the members of Hendrix’s inner circle.

      And Hendrix himself.

      Everyone watched as a bubbly young woman in green scrubs bounded over, almost jogging in her excitement. A radiant beauty with an equally radiant, 100-watt smile. It was the woman with whom Dale had shared a date, the woman he’d literally dragged through the streets of Knoxville on his first night in Tennessee.

      It was Penny Whitworth.

      Dale was ashamed that he’d entirely forgotten her over the last two days. But after being chased repeatedly by the CIA, being thrown from a moving vehicle into a tree, fighting with his hands tied together, hiding in a freezer, and having a man’s head explode all over his face, he’d forgive himself.

      “Dale!” Penny said again as she came right up to him and threw her arms around him.

      Dale hugged her back, feeling Hendrix’s eyes on the back of his head.

      Three time she’d said his name. His real name.

      Again with the three times.

      She’d called him Dale.

      And Hendrix had quite obviously heard her.

      She leaned back from him, keeping her hands on his shoulders. Golden-pink sunset light gleamed off the supple shine of her dimpled cheeks.

      Trying to stay as casual as possible—not wanting to make things any worse than they already were—Dale kept his hands on her hips and forced an awkward smile to his face.

      “Why, hey there,” he said.

      Finally, she took a step back and removed her hands.

      “What are you doing here?” she said.

      “We’re … we’re here to pick up a friend.”

      Dale turned back to look at the others. They all wore confused expressions. All except Hendrix. He stared into Dale’s eyes with a dark, coy grin.

      Dale turned back to Penny.

      She took another step back and threw out her leg, made a big flourishing hand gesture toward her outfit. “Look! I’m wearing scrubs. Just like you like. I start my new job later tonight.”

      She flicked a plastic name tag clipped to her top. It read:

      
        
        Penny Whitworth, RN

        Davidson Memorial Hospital

      

      

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. I’m here to pick up my mom. She’s flying in from Jacksonville. We’re celebrating. Dinner tonight, shopping tomorrow. She’s gonna help me search for a place to live.”

      Dale wanted this moment to end.

      Go away, Penny. Please.

      “Sounds like things are rolling for you,” Dale said, forcing more of the fake smile to his face.

      Penny’s own, radiant smile dropped off her face. It was as though she had only then noticed the tension to which she’d been oblivious and suddenly remembered their talk about Dale’s “consulting” work, the conclusions she’d drawn about his being some sort of secretive federal worker.

      Her eyes left Dale, scanned over the other people, then came back to him. She quickly gave him a grave, concerned look before putting on a fake smile of her own and saying, “Well, nice seeing you. I’d better get going. Call me.”

      She grabbed his hand, squeezed it, gave him that concerned look again for half a moment, and left.

      Dale faced the group.

      Hendrix’s stare was waiting for him. And that dark smile. “Well, that was fun. Let’s move.”

      The group started toward arrivals again.

      As they walked away, Dale looked over his shoulder. Penny stood farther back, in the middle of the hallway, looking in his direction. She made eye contact with him, deep regret in her eyes.

      I’m sorry, she mouthed.

      Dale gave her a small nod and turned back around.

      Hendrix moved in his direction, started walking right beside him, close enough that their shoulders brushed.

      “Why was she calling you ‘Dale,’ Tommy?”

      “Old nickname she had for me. Back in college.”

      “I see. A nurse and a historian, meeting in college. She just moved into town, huh?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And it sounds like you two had a date. Don’t blame ya. Cute girl. What a coincidence you guys finding each other after all these years in Knoxville of all places.”

      It was evident now. Hendrix no longer had an inkling.

      Hendrix knew.

      “Small world,” Dale said.

      Hendrix chuckled, kept that dark grin on his face.

      “Small world indeed.”

      Dale could make a run for it. He could bolt right now. No one was armed. Everyone, including Dale, had left their guns back in the van.

      But there were eight of them. And only one Dale.

      Heavily outnumbered.

      Dale was dug in deep.

      Too damn deep.
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      Another jet flew overhead, and Sloane stuck a finger in his ear so he could hear the phone receiver he had pressed against the opposite ear.

      He stood at a long line of payphones at the entrance of McGhee Tyson Airport. The light coming in through the glass front entrance was pink and very bright, even through his sunglasses, as the sun disappeared over the hills.

      “Sir, I’m one hundred percent certain,” he told the director. “He got in the van with Hendrix and the gang back at the cabin, we trailed them, and they just left the Knoxville airport with Ulan Lebedev.”

      “Lebedev … Jesus Christ,” the director said with a sigh. “And your men are following them?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Dammit,” the director said. “Maddox was onto something. And he died for it. The poor bastard.”

      “Sir, how should we proceed? Please advise.”

      There was a moment as the director thought it over. Sloane could picture him doing his ear-scratching thing.

      “Hendrix, Steeger, and Lebedev are in on something. We have to be very careful with Lebedev. Very careful indeed. Before we make any moves on him we need to see what Hendrix is doing. So we gotta extract someone. Someone from Hendrix’s team. And get some intel. The mystery man you’ve been following, the man who kept chasing after Maddox—he’s the key. He’s gotta be. Stop following him. Bring his ass in.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And then get some answers out of him,” the director said and stopped for a moment. When he continued, his tone oozed with implications. “Using whatever techniques you see fit.”
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      The group crunched through the deep gravel, marching toward the cabin: Dale, Hendrix, Steeger, the inner circle, and, now, Ulan Lebedev.

      The Russian was a tall, older gent in his sixties or so. Largely-proportioned, more powerful than fat, though he did have a protruding stomach typical of a man his age. Dale pictured him wrestling bears in mounds of snow, shirtless, swigging from a big bottle of vodka between rounds. Dale had been bad about stereotyping during this assignment.

      Lebedev’s hair was silver and parted, while his eyebrows and sideburns were both very dark, almost black. He wore a suit covered by a long overcoat, all modern in design yet somehow different enough to make it evident they were of non-Western origin. Commie clothes.

      Lebedev and Hendrix had exchanged greetings, in Russian, at the airport. On the ride back to the cabin, Lebedev had replaced Steeger in the shotgun seat, and he and Hendrix had continued their Russian conversation.

      Despite the fascinating, bizarre, and critical new direction in which his investigation had turned, at that moment Dale was more concerned about the immediate danger. Back at the airport, the encounter with Penny and the subsequent talk Dale had with Hendrix had erased all doubt that Hendrix knew Dale was a spy. And given how paranoid Hendrix had been with his spy-based suspicions of Maddox—ultimately blowing the man’s head in half—Dale knew he was in a very precarious situation.

      Fortunately, Dale had his weapon. When they’d returned to the van in the airport parking lot and re-armed themselves, Dale pushed his way to the front of the group, making sure to reclaim his Model 36. Now he felt it against his back, stuffed safely in its holster, as they drew nearer to the cabin.

      The idea of making a run for it flashed through Dale’s mind. The tree line was only a few yards away. He’d be there quickly if he sprinted. But, like he concluded at the airport, he was heavily outnumbered. And now that everyone was armed, the situation was even worse.

      The sky was now completely dark. Pitch black, no stars. The parking area’s lights were blazing bright. The steps that led to the massive front porch of the cabin were only a few feet away. Dale felt anxiety seeping into him, the idea of going back in that building, locked within those walls … now that Hendrix knew. And all his followers were armed.

      Dale didn’t stand a chance. He couldn’t go into that building. But what could he do?

      Hendrix and Lebedev were at the front of the group, still speaking in Russian as they continued toward the cabin. Hendrix turned around then. He looked at Dale.

      “It seems Ulan here is a history buff too. That’s something else, huh, Dale?”

      Dale. He’d addressed him as Dale.

      And he put on that same dark grin he’d worn at the airport after the encounter with Penny. The corners of his lips curled up. Sheer menace.

      If Dale went into that cabin, he was a dead man. He had to do something drastic.

      If he was going to survive.

      No time to think.

      There was only time to act.

      Steeger was walking beside Dale. The Guide. Dale grabbed the man’s ponytail, yanked down hard, and at the same time pulled out his Model 36. He threw Steeger in front of him, using him as a human shield, and stuck his gun under the man’s chin. He tugged him back, several feet away from the group, their shuffling feet spitting gravel.

      Dale locked eyes with Hendrix. That wicked, smartass grin had left Hendrix’s face. Now he was confused, shocked.

      Dale had gotten the drop on him.

      “All right, you son of a bitch,” Dale said. “I have The Guide. And now you’re gonna give me some damn answers.”
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      “What?” Sloane shouted into the walkie-talkie, not believing what he’d heard.

      “Yes, sir,” his man positioned in the forest replied. “Target has just taken Trent Steeger hostage. He’s negotiating with Hendrix.”

      Sloane had been dumbfounded so many times during this assignment that he was almost surprised to find himself speechless again. Finally, he said, “Monitor the situation, Alpha Four.”

      “Sir.”

      Sloane put the walkie-talkie away as another car passed by, slowly, in the darkness behind him. He and the rest of his team—three of them, altogether—were gathered around the massive trunk of one of their black Lincoln Continentals. The trunk was so big that it formed the perfect table for their impromptu briefing. On it, Sloane had spread their maps, notes, and several photographs that one of his men had taken that morning in the woods. There was still room to spare on the trunk’s surface. It was massive. The Continental was a real land yacht.

      He’d pulled the men from their positions in the trees to inform them of their new objective, leaving one guy behind for surveillance. Three beams of light from their Kel-Lites illuminated the materials on the trunk, and Sloane pointed toward the photographs. The car was parked on the shoulder of the road, at the edge of the forest. It was nearly 1900 hours. That gave them plenty of time to hike back into position before Hendrix’s meeting began at 2000 hours.

      “We have a new objective with our target,” he told his men.

      His finger rested on a photo of the brown-haired guy with the leather jacket who carried a Model 36.

      “We don’t know who he is, why Maddox was trailing him, or how he’s connected to the Russians,” Sloane continued. “But we know he’s the key to everything. Everything goes back to this guy. So we’re done monitoring him. The director wants us to bring him in.”

      Nods from his men.

      Sloane looked at the men in turn, letting his eyes land for half a moment on both of them.

      “And this part comes from me, not the director. This bastard is the reason Maddox came out here and got his head blown off,” Sloane said, stabbing his finger at the photograph of the man. “Another star on the wall at Langley. So if you need to drop his ass … do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The shocked look on Hendrix’s face slowly melted away, replaced once more by that nasty grin, which was even darker now as he bore into Dale with his eyes. He gave a little laugh, shook his head.

      Dale wasn’t quite sure what this reaction meant. But he didn’t like it.

      “I see our little ruse has really worked on you, Tommy. Erm, Dale. Whatever the hell your name is. The way I figure, you’re some sort of federal agent. I’ve always had a suspicion you feds were watching us. Which is why I started working with Trent Steeger here.”

      He motioned with his head toward the man Dale was holding hostage.

      “He was the one I sent to Russia to meet with Lebedev. Of course the CLEAN Conference was eventually going to get linked to me out here in the woods, the new Prophet of Oak Ridge. And the mysterious Guide would need a face. Naturally, investigators would assume it was the man who’d flown to Moscow and met with the Soviets. They would assume it was the notoriously violent ecoterrorist who’d made multiple visits to Oak Ridge during the last year.”

      “You set Steeger up…” Dale said.

      Hendrix gave a casually guilty face—a whoops expression—and glanced at Steeger.

      “I’m afraid I did. Sorry, Trent.” He looked at Dale again, flicked his eyes to Dale’s gun resting beneath Steeger’s chin. “So, do you really think you have leverage on me, Dale?”

      Hendrix took a couple steps to his left, cupped his hand over Cody’s ear, and whispered something. Cody took out a Colt Python.

      Dale squeezed in tighter behind his human shield of Steeger.

      Cody aimed the gun in Dale’s direction. But he didn’t aim directly at Dale.

      He aimed at Steeger.

      The gun roared.

      Steeger screamed and dropped out of Dale’s grasp, landing hard in the gravel. He grabbed at his stomach, writhing violently, kicking rocks in all directions.

      Hendrix put his hands in his pockets and casually strolled back over.

      Dale’s bargaining chip was dying in the gravel. He was out of options. So he raised his hands in the air as Hendrix approached.

      Hendrix stopped when he was a couple feet away. He looked down at Steeger, whose moans grew quieter. His violent twisting subsided, giving way to nothingness.

      “Thank you for your help, Trent, but your services are no longer needed.”

      Hendrix watched Steeger’s final twitching, dying movements. Then he looked up at Dale.

      “Ya see, pal, Steeger wasn’t running the CLEAN Conference. He wasn’t The Guide.”

      Dale remembered his earlier thought, from the previous night, the hypothesis he’d formed when he listened in on Hendrix’s Russian phone conversation.

      He looked at Lebedev and back to Hendrix. “Him! The Guide is the damn Russian.”

      Hendrix chuckled.

      “Wrong again.”

      He stepped closer to Dale, within inches.

      “I’m The Guide.”
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      Becker stood in the spare bedroom next to the loveseat. His hand was on the blanketed mound that was his sleeping wife. The room was dark but for the television, its volume low, a game show playing.

      On the table beside the loveseat was the bottle of rum, almost empty now. The pill bottle was closed. He picked it up, popped it open, and shook the pills into his palm. He counted. The same number as there had been that morning. A small comfort, he supposed.

      He stared absentmindedly at the screen and kept his hand on the slightly-moving blanket, felt her breathing, her warmth.

      “It’s going to get dangerous tonight, Joan,” he said.

      One of the contestants on the screen took a guess at the puzzle’s answer and failed miserably. The crowd laughed.

      His wife said nothing back to him. Completely unconscious. The slow breaths of deep slumber.

      “I just wanted you to know,” he said.

      He rubbed the blanket.

      “I love you.”

      He left.
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      The lights threw long shadows off Hendrix as he paced in front of Dale.

      “I’ve been running this whole operation myself, both Oak Ridge and Knoxville. Steeger was my fall guy, Dale. It is safe to call you ‘Dale’ now, yes?”

      Dale scoffed. “Of course he was a fall guy. And between the two of you, Steeger was the only real ecoterrorist. Why don’t you tell these people the truth?” he said, motioning with his chin toward the other members of the inner circle. “That you don’t give a shit about pollution or toxic runoff or groundwater. That you’re a Russian operative who’s already embezzled American dollars for the Soviets while you worked in Denmark.” He called out to the new arrival. “Isn’t that right, Lebedev?”

      Lebedev didn’t respond.

      “Don’t take it personally, Dale,” Hendrix said. “Hims no speaks da English too good.”

      He looked at Dale’s hands, still raised above his head. He reached up and plucked Dale’s Model 36 from him.

      “I’ll take that.”

      As he put Dale’s small gun in his back pocket, he turned to face his inner circle.

      “Have you heard all this? This government man wants to turn you against me, to make you doubt our environmental cause.”

      “What makes you so sure I’m a fed?” Dale said.

      Hendrix chuckled. He turned back around, looked at Dale. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe when you showed up here last night with Roy Becker, head of the ORR’s security.”

      Dale took in a breath.

      “That’s right, Dale,” Hendrix continued. “We know who Becker is. We know all about him. I have my spies too. Plenty of them. I have people deep inside Y-12. How do you think I’m going to pull off my operation tonight? That’s why I let you ‘join’ the inner circle. Why I had you go into town to get sandwiches.”

      Dale knew where this was going …

      “I figured you’d go running back to Becker,” Hendrix continued. “And you did. I know because we followed you. I imagine Becker is going to have some sort of preemptive strike planned for tonight. A raid. But we’ll be waiting for him.”

      Hendrix smiled, all big, toothy, and obnoxious. And sinister.

      “Congratulations, Dale. You just walked Becker right into a trap.”
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      Becker was at the front of the group, all eyes upon him.

      He wore dark tactical gear—SWAT-style fatigues—as were the men watching him. They were in the armory, a massive building with tall metal walls, brightly lit by rows of large fluorescent fixtures hanging from the ceiling. Several of the weapon vaults had been opened, and the men held the M16s they’d retrieved. On the wall behind Becker was the map he’d brought from the conference room in the office building.

      He pointed to the map, at the wooded area surrounding Asa Hendrix’s resort cabin.

      “This is our location. The meeting starts at 2000 hours. We’re getting there well ahead of time, positioning ourselves in the trees all around the building.”

      He ran his finger along the map.

      “The building is well off the road. For obvious reasons we can’t park at the cabin. We’ll hike through the woods, parking here.” He indicated a road to the west, about a mile from the cabin. “People will be taking this road to get to the meeting, so no security police vehicles. Take your personal cars. Shortly after the meeting commences, we’ll start the raid. Bring every last soul in. I don’t care if it’s a ninety-year-old grandma, a ten-year-old boy. Everyone comes in. Understood?”

      Nods from his men.

      “Don’t forget that these people are civilians. We might face some resistance, but let’s finish this as peacefully as possible.”

      He took a photo out of a folder and pinned it onto the map. An official portrait. A man in uniform, American flag behind him. Lionel Kemp. The guy they’d lost.

      “Let’s do this for Kemp. Fall out.”

      The men headed for the exit.

      As Becker fell in behind them, his mind wandered to the gravity of the situation. In all his years with the ORR, this was the first time he’d conducted an outside operation of anywhere near this magnitude.

      This was something very big.

      And it could get messy.
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      Dale fidgeted with nervous energy, ready to explode.

      Becker would be there at any moment. He and his team. Walking into a trap.

      “I already have a group of guys positioned out in the trees,” Hendrix said. “Armed to the teeth. I’ve had it planned all along, knowing that someone would come knocking on our big night. Word was always gonna get out somehow. And the boys out there know these trees like the backs of their hands. No one’s getting through to this cabin.”

      The desire to fight his way out, to go and warn Becker was overwhelming now, but Dale had only to look at the armed people in front of him—all under Hendrix’s powerful trance—to remind himself of the precarious situation he faced.

      Hendrix smirked, arms behind his back.

      “Sonya,” Hendrix said, leaning over his shoulder, not taking his eyes off Dale.

      Sonya stepped up beside him.

      Still with his eyes on Dale, Hendrix reached behind his back and took out a Beretta 70. He handed it to Sonya.

      “You failed your first test, told me you couldn’t hurt ol’ Watson here. Now’s your chance to redeem yourself.”

      She looked up at him.

      “But you said I proved myself last night when we…”

      He shook his head.

      “Oh, Sonya. Do you really think something like that can redeem you? I need to see that you have what it takes, that you’ve truly been tested like everyone else here.” He pointed at Dale. “Kill Watson.”

      Dale didn’t flinch. He just readied himself. He’d been in more than a few situations where someone wanted to kill him. He’d get out of this.

      And, besides, Sonya O’Neil didn’t have it in her. She wouldn’t shoot. She was as brainwashed of a follower as Dale had ever seen, but there was something about her that projected a sense of purity. A good soul. She was no murderer.

      She shook her head, still looking at Hendrix.

      “I don’t … I …”

      He smiled at her, solemnly. Gave her a nod, like a patient mentor.

      “Come on, now.”

      Sonya’s eyes turned to Dale. Her mouth was open. She breathed hard.

      The gun was at her side, shaking.

      She wouldn’t do it. Dale could tell.

      Still looking at him. Lips parted. Breathing harder.

      Her mouth closed. Eyes narrowed.

      And she raised the gun.

      Okay, maybe she would do it.

      Dale saw movement in her trigger finger.

      And he sprang into action.

      Dale had never been a Bruce Lee type. Although he’d had plenty of martial arts training, most of his fighting came from a place of instinct—instinct coupled with the foundational skills in which he’d been trained.

      But right now, for whatever reason, he went into full-on karate mode and high-kicked Sonya.

      Right to the head.

      Just before her finger squeezed the trigger, the thick rubber sole of Dale’s motorcycle boot made contact with the left half of her face—nose, eye, cheek. There was a deep, wet thud. Her head snapped back, flinging her hair behind her. The arm holding the pistol flew back too, swinging the gun into the sky.

      But there was no crack of a bullet. Just the small click of the firing pin.

      Sonya crashed onto her back in the gravel, a few feet away from Steeger’s body. The other people gasped.

      Because Dale had kicked her really damn hard.

      Sonya twisted in the loose rocks, covered her face with her free arm. She began to cry.

      Hendrix laughed as he stepped to her. He bent over and took the Beretta from her hand.

      “Damn, Sonya,” he said. “You were actually gonna kill the guy. Congratulations. You passed your test.”

      She didn’t look up at him, just remained on the ground, folded in on herself, arms over her face, shaking with her sobs.

      Hendrix walked toward Dale, displaying the bottom of the gun and the empty slot where a magazine should go.

      “See, I need you alive for a little while longer, Dale. I need to get some information out of you. Cody! Get this asshole out of my sight.”

      Cody stepped up, grabbed Dale roughly by the back of the arm. He pushed him toward the backyard. Toward the barn.

      “No, not there,” Hendrix said.

      Cody brought Dale to a halt, turned them back around to face Hendrix.

      “This guy’s a slippery one. Gotta keep an eye on him. Take him to the cabin,” Hendrix said, giving Dale another wicked smile. “We’ll have our fun in there.”
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      Sonya slammed the bathroom door shut behind her.

      Her breathing was so hard, so rapid, that she could hear it. Little gasping noises.

      She was hunched over with her head hanging. Her hands grasped either side of the sink, shaking violently. She had yet to look in the mirror. She just stared down toward the hands.

      The porcelain was exquisite. Smooth, perfect, and new. The faucet and handles and drain were all brass, polished to a flawless shine. Expensive. All of it.

      And so unlike her. All of this was unlike her.

      She was the pure one. The one who sought the truth. The one who rejected her parents’ cold objectivity, searching the world for meaning and reason and light. She was the one who wanted desperately to believe in something. Anything. Someone. Sonya was the one who helped people, who helped animals, who helped the planet.

      And now she was the one who had tried to kill a man.

      Now she was an attempted murderer.

      She kept staring at the back of her hands, feeling the presence of the mirror a few inches away from her. Taunting her. Gray dust from the gravel covered her fingers. Her knuckles were white. Trembling. She squeezed the sink hard.

      The mirror.

      She couldn’t look at it.

      She quite literally couldn’t look herself in the mirror.

      It’s always a bit of a revelation when you’re faced with a phrase’s real-life origins.

      How can you look yourself in the mirror?

      The words rolled over in her mind, again and again.

      And she forced herself to do it. She forced herself to look in the mirror.

      She saw someone who had tried to kill another human being.

      Her eyes were bloodshot from her tears. Her hair was frazzled, dusty, and filled with leaves. The entire left side of her face was pink and puffy, contused in spots. The damage that Watson—or Dale, rather—had done to her.

      Maybe it was the blow she needed, something to knock sense back into her just before she would try to do the worst thing imaginable.

      Because now she could feel herself escaping Asa’s mental bonds. Dale—this federal agent of some sort—was a good man, she realized. And Asa was not.

      Little flashes of memory hit her. The previous night. Asa’s naked flesh. Their sweat. How she’d considered the age difference. And savored it. Enjoyed the taboo. Feeling him filling her. Looking into his eyes. Questioning what she saw. Ignoring her gut instincts, the ones that had always been so good at reading people. The ones that told her that the eyes she was gazing into were cold. That they were no good.

      She was disgusted with herself.

      She’d slept with him.

      And how she’d slept with him, the things she’d done…

      Oh god…

      Sonya believed in redemption. She believed people could overcome things, that even murderers could be forgiven. She’d read a lot about people who had overcome horrible pasts and gone on to do great, kindly things.

      God, the universe, the Most High … He would forgive Sonya. She knew this.

      She just didn’t know if she could forgive herself.

      So what choice did she have? She was already in so deep. She was an attempted murderer. In her eyes, she was tainted.

      She looked away from her reflection. She tried to calm her mind, to think as rationally as possible.

      Nations went to war all the time. Criminals were executed. Tough decisions were made for the sake of higher causes, and sometimes people had to be killed.

      She thought of Asa’s speeches. His desire to save the environment. What more noble cause was there?

      Maybe she was being too hard on herself. Maybe the universe had positioned her exactly where she was needed to do exactly what needed to be done.

      After all, she was an attempted murderer now.

      What choice did she have but to go through with things?
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      “Who are you?” Hendrix said.

      It was the exact question he’d asked Dale the previous night, in the basement, when they’d first met. As with that encounter, Dale was a captive and Hendrix was in the position of power. But this time the scales were even more disproportionately weighted.

      Because this time Dale was tied to a chair.

      Hendrix was a foot away from him, also seated, straddling a folding chair that he’d flipped around, his arms draped casually over the seat-back in front of him. He’d asked the question with that magical eloquence to which Dale had become accustomed. Smooth, precise, and measured.

      Dale’s retort was equally as refined.

      “Piss off.”

      They were in an office, the room next to the kitchen, the one in which Hendrix’s Russian telephone conversation had occurred the night before. Bookshelves lined the walls, and behind the large cherry desk there had been an overstuffed, green leather desk chair. This chair had been pulled into the center of the room, and Dale was now securely tied to it with extension cord—his forearms to the armrests and his feet to the rolling legs.

      Hendrix chuckled at Dale’s response.

      “Fair enough. First names are fine. What I really need to know is who you’re working for. But I’m guessing you’re not gonna tell me that either.”

      “Look at that. You really are a prophet.”

      Hendrix laughed again, harder this time. “Evasive. Deceptive. How perfectly fitting of a federal agent.”

      “Oh, but you’d know all about deception,” Dale said, “wouldn’t you, Darrell Asa Lutz, State-Department-dropout-turned-motivational-speaker?”

      For half a moment, Hendrix was truly taken aback, and for the first time, he seemed to not have a response. Then his smartass smile returned. “I haven’t heard that name for some time.”

      “Because you’ve fully immersed yourself in your lie,” Dale said. “The only way to do it. Using those communications skills of yours, that silver tongue. Whispering poetic poison to anyone who’ll listen, gathering supporters, convincing them of a noble cause. But in reality, you’re just talkin’ jive. You have a bigger plot you’re working on behind the scenes.”

      Hendrix glanced away. The smile on his face shifted from wickedly playful to almost introspective.

      “It’s so easy, Dale,” he said. “People’s ears are wide open. They want to listen. They’re looking for something to believe, for someone to follow. The things I say … they hardly even make logical sense. They just sound good. That’s all! And people love it. Toss a little word salad at them, and they’ll lick it out of a filthy trough.”

      At that moment, Hendrix especially reminded Dale of the CAE’s leader, Glenn Downey. Downey also had a group of people clinging to his every word, simple people who, as Hendrix had just said, yearned for something to believe in, people who wanted so desperately for someone to show them a righteous path in a dark world. Taking advantage of this simple purity made Dale’s blood boil. He wanted to thrash out of his binds and destroy Hendrix.

      “You could learn a thing or two from me,” Hendrix said.

      “Oh?”

      Hendrix nodded. “What I’ve just told you, it’s pure gold. Use your head. People aren’t so difficult to understand or to control. You’ve just got to break through to their minds. You gotta get in here.” He tapped a finger, hard, against Dale’s scalp. “Be clever. Use your head. That’s all there is to it.”

      “Use my head. Got it,” Dale said, trying not to roll his eyes. “But to what end? What are you trying to accomplish here? What is all this?”

      Dale motioned widely with his head, indicating the cabin on the whole.

      “As you obviously know, I got myself into a bit of trouble with the State Department. Embezzling funds for the Soviets—short of espionage, that’s about as treasonous as it comes. And you know the punishment for treason. Amnesty is never gonna happen, so my only hope of survival is outside the United States. Of course, I’ll never make it through customs into a foreign country, not without being turned over to the nearest embassy. Unless…”

      He dangled the last word in front of Dale, waiting for Dale to complete his thought.

      “Unless you went in the back door,” Dale said. “Special arrangements from a grateful government, hostile to the U.S., to whom you sold state secrets.”

      “Bingo. You’re a smart one, Dale,” Hendrix said. “My spies at Y-12 have already gathered a treasure trove of intel. Tonight, Cody and my boys are going to make their offensive on the plant, getting me the biggest piece of intel yet, while I’ll be elsewhere attending to more important matters.”

      “Matters such as…?”

      Hendrix scoffed and stood up.

      “Oh, I think I’ve told you plenty already. And you still won’t even tell me who you’re working for.” He paused. “You’re not going to, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re not playing fair, Dale.”

      “I’m a rotten bastard.”

      “So I’ve noticed. Still, I imagine you’ll start talking … eventually.”

      Hendrix put a slight emphasis on the word eventually, an emphasis that Dale found troubling, ominous.

      Hendrix walked to the bookshelves and grabbed a small, thin item, wrapped in an electrical cord. As he unwound the cord, Dale recognized what the item was.

      It was a soldering iron.

      Dale gasped.

      Hendrix smiled at him and grabbed something else—another extension cord, matching the ones with which Dale had been tied. Hendrix plugged the iron into the extension cord, the cord into the wall, and then dragged a small table from beside the desk and placed it next to Dale. He set the iron on the table and took a step back, shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “Maybe you won’t tell me who you’re working for and why you’re here, but I’m betting you’ll tell our mutual friend.” He craned his neck to the closed door behind them. “Sonya!”

      The door opened, and Sonya walked into the room. She wore a minidress and looked damn sexy. Aside from the smashed-up face.

      Asa ushered her closer. “Ah, you put the dress on. Excellent. We’ve established that you’re no longer afraid to kill Watson. This time, however, I’m not asking you to kill him…”

      He looked at Dale and flicked his eyes toward the soldering iron. Winked.

      “I just want you to make him really miserable.”
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      If Sloane had to spend anymore time in these woods, he was going to go nuts. That was yet another reason to wrap things up right now.

      He was crouched on the wet ground yet again, monitoring the cabin, and he’d been informed of how the situation had progressed with their target. After the man had taken Steeger hostage and negotiated with Hendrix, one of Hendrix’s men had killed Steeger and then forcibly hauled the target away to the cabin.

      Which made Sloane question everything.

      If the target wasn’t working for Hendrix and had also been against Maddox, whose side was this guy on? Clearly he wasn’t with the Russians, as Lebedev seemed to be in cahoots with Hendrix. Was the guy with another foreign power with nuclear aspirations? The Koreans, perhaps? Why was Steeger killed? Clearly he wasn’t an associate of Hendrix’s, as Sloane and his team had thought. Had he been working with the target?

      There was a noise to Sloane’s right. A snapping branch. Not one of his guys. They were all in position.

      Sloane put his finger over his trigger and looked. He had assumed the sound had come from someone making their way through the trees from the cabin, but instead he saw a figure moving toward the cabin.

      Whoever it was, he was ready for some sort of action. He wore dark tactical gear, like a SWAT officer, and carried an M16. The guy was headed right toward Sloane, though it was clear that Sloane hadn’t been seen.

      Sloane slowly lowered himself deeper into the undergrowth. The man walked within a foot of him and continued forward, never breaking his slow, methodical stride. Sloane had been through extensive SERE training and could make himself practically invisible, even from inches away.

      The armed man continue toward the cabin. And it was then clear that he wasn’t alone. Sloane saw other figures in the darkness. Lots of them. All headed toward the cabin.

      Organized. Trained. Well-armed. There was only one group it could be.

      The security police. The ORR’s protective forces.

      But what the hell were they doing out here?

      Something was about to go down. And Sloane needed to ready his men. He would radio them when this new group of men was well outside earshot.

      Whatever was about to happen was going to be huge. And somehow Sloane knew it was connected to the man who’d chased Maddox. The man who always wore a leather jacket and blue jeans.

      Sloane’s target.
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      Dale could smell the soldering iron heating up.

      Sonya walked over to Dale and Hendrix. She wore heels with her minidress, and they clicked on the hardwood floor.

      Hendrix finally took his eyes off Dale and looked at her.

      “Sonya, I got a problem. Dale here is some sort of fed with some sort of reason for being here. But he won’t give me any details. I’m thinking you and that soldering iron can get it out of him. But don’t be completely mean to him. No, no. Make it sugar and spice. A one-woman good-cop-bad-cop routine. Hurt him and then be real sweet to him. Sexy sweet.”

      He winked at her.

      “Go on,” he said and motioned toward Dale. “Climb aboard.”

      Sonya looked from Hendrix to Dale. After a brief moment, she did as he instructed, throwing her bare legs over Dale and sitting on his lap, face-to-face, a few inches apart.

      When Dale and Sonya had first tangled on the floor of the basement last night, Dale had been aroused by the closeness, even in the precarious situation he’d been in. Now, with her straddling him in an overtly sexual position, her weight on his thighs, their most secretive of regions pressed together, the scenario would seem even more irresistibly erotic. He could feel her breath on his face. He could smell her.

      But this time it was different. Dale wasn’t aroused in the slightest.

      Because there was a red-hot soldering iron on the table beside him.

      “There you go,” Hendrix said to Sonya with a grin. “Give it to him good. From both barrels. Pleasure and pain. Do that thing with your tongue. You know the thing I’m talking about.” He looked at his watch. “Now, I need to go get ready. Don’t waste too much time, Sonya. Folks will be arriving for the meeting soon, and I don’t want them to hear a man screaming. Get your answers, and we’ll move on.”

      He stepped over to the table, grabbed the soldering iron, and gave it to Sonya. He wrapped his hands around hers and brought the tip of the iron against Dale’s jeans for a split second.

      The heat was intense, searing.

      Dale screamed out.

      Luckily, his Levi’s had absorbed much of the brunt. It was just a taste of the pain to come. The wound on his leg was small, but there was now a little, black hole in his jeans that would need to be mended.

      No one messed with Dale’s 501s.

      The bastard.

      Hendrix took his hand off Sonya’s then placed it on top of her head, tussled her hair playfully.

      “All right,” he said. “You kids play nice.”

      After a final look at Dale, he walked across the room and left.

      There was a small thunk as the door shut.

      And then they were alone.

      Dale gave Sonya a grin.

      “I don’t suppose I’m in any position to charm my way out of this?” he said.

      It was more than just a smartass remark.

      It was a distraction.

      He didn’t give her even half a moment to process what he’d said. He brought his head swinging toward hers. Unlike the headbutt in the basement—when Dale had purposefully missed—he intended on making contact this time. He intended on knocking her ass unconscious.

      Sonya jumped out of his lap. The power of Dale’s thrust propelled him forward, sending the chair rolling forward on its casters. The chair crashed into Sonya. She stumbled backwards another few steps, the soldering iron still in her left hand.

      “Come on!” Dale shouted, spit flying from his mouth like a madman. “I can do this all night!”

      And he meant it. Dale could fight his way out of any situation. Even tied to a chair on wheels while being faced with a woman who had already tried to kill him once. A woman who now held a glowing-hot metal instrument in her hand.

      Dale dug his fingers into the leather of the armrests. He gritted his teeth.

      Bring it on.

      But then Sonya did something very unexpected.

      She went to the wall on the opposite side of the room, pulled the extension cord out of the socket, and set the iron on the floor—hinged on its stand so that the hot tip didn’t touch the hardwood. She walked back over and looked down at him.

      Then she did something even more unexpected.

      She threw her legs over him, sitting on his lap again.

      She looked him earnestly in the eye, only a few inches away, tears forming.

      “I’m sorry for what I did. Outside. With the gun. So sorry.”

      She kissed him.

      And not just a peck on the lips. She kissed him passionately, her lips moving fast and hard over his, her tongue coming out.

      When a woman has tried to murder you less than half an hour earlier and now she has you tied to a chair, making out with you, you gotta realize that she’s more than a little bit off her rocker. But you don’t want to offend her, for fear that her insanity might swing back in the other direction. So you kiss her back.

      Especially when she’s a damn good kisser.

      Sonya finally stopped, and pulled away from him. Tears fell freely from her eyes.

      “Why the change of heart?” Dale said.

      “I was wrong. With all of this. This isn’t me. I … I just got so swept up in it all. You’re here to stop Asa, aren’t you?”

      This girl was too unstable to offer any sort of information to. Dale didn’t respond.

      “It’s okay. I know that you are,” she said. “Otherwise he wouldn’t have done this to you. I want to help. What can I do?”

      Dale hated the state the obvious.

      “It would be really great if you could untie me.”

      “Yes. Yes, of course.” She stood up and started undoing the knots in the extension cords. “You should scream. He thinks I’m torturing you.”

      “Good idea.”

      Dale screamed, deeply, from the gut, channeling all the horror movies he’d ever seen.

      “How else can I help?” he heard Sonya say from behind the chair as she continued to untie him.

      “I gotta tell you, I’m not sure I fully trust you, Sonya.”

      “I don’t blame you,” she said quietly.

      “I’m getting out of here. My friend’s in trouble. Just don’t get in my way. That’s the only way you can help.”

      “Of course.”

      It was time for more torture noises. Dale screamed again. Bloodcurdling. And at the end he added, “Mother of mercy!”

      Sonya shot him a look.

      “‘Mother of mercy?’ Really?” she said as she untied the last loops around his right arm.

      She had a point. Dale was in a constant struggle to control his smartassery, even in tight situations. His big mouth was his biggest shortcoming. It got him into tons of trouble.

      Dale stood up. He rubbed his forearms where the cords had been and glanced at the wound on his leg. It was small, but a bit of blood was seeping into his jeans.

      Sonya stepped closer to him. She had that sincere look in her eyes again.

      Dale was a good judge of character, and he was almost never wrong about people. But when he was wrong, he was colossally wrong. The times when he’d trusted people he shouldn’t have usually ended very poorly.

      Still, there was something about Sonya that felt genuine. Real. Even though she’d tried to kill him. Even though she’d gotten suckered into Asa Hendrix’s schemes. Dale’s gut told him that she wasn’t evil, that she was just misguided.

      “I’m going out on a limb with this,” Dale said, “but there is one other way you can help. Hendrix has something planned for tonight, something aside from the attack on Y-12. I can’t stick around here trying to find out what he’s doing. There’s a trap set up for my friend, and I have to warn him. So I need you to find out anything you can about what Hendrix is doing tonight.”

      Sonya nodded quickly, the expression on her face growing even more sincere.

      “I can do that.”

      Dale leaned past her and let out another bloodcurdling scream.

      He then went to the filing cabinets at the back room and retrieved his Model 36 from one of the top drawers, where he’d seen Hendrix put it. He clipped the holster to the back of his jeans, went to the window, unlatched it, and pulled it open.

      He stuck a leg outside, paused, and looked back at Sonya.

      “Now here’s where I see if I can really trust you.”
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      Becker walked through the darkened trees, M16 hoisted to his chest.

      Everything was quiet, dark, and still. Peaceful.

      He headed toward the light source in front of him, about a quarter mile away. Hendrix’s resort cabin, a blazing glow in the darkness.

      He checked to his left and right and saw his men, evenly spaced, all wearing the dark fatigues, all pushing forward with him toward the light.

      One of the men dropped to the ground, face first.

      A loud sound broke through the quiet. The crack of gunfire.

      Flashes of light. More gunshots. His men were firing back.

      Becker darted to the nearest tree, crashing through the undergrowth. He planted his back against the trunk.

      Two deep breaths. He put his finger on the trigger and looked around the tree.

      Ahead, barely visible in the darkness, were figures moving his way. Coming from the direction of the cabin, descending a hill. More gunshots. Small flashes of light.

      Becker saw another one of his men get hit. His arms flung violently out into the air before he dropped to his knees, then to his face.

      Ahead, a few more of his guys were navigating through a pair of half-fallen trees, crisscrossed against each other. Beyond that, about twenty feet away, were two of Hendrix’s men, headed their direction.

      Becker stabilized his M16, pressing the stock into his shoulder. Fired. One of the Hendrix men fell to the ground. The other fled.

      More gunshots. Men shouting at each other. Quick, frantic motions all around him. Screams.

      Becker watched as another of his men dropped. And another.

      He scanned the forest, breathing hard. And it only took him a moment to make his decision.

      “Fall back!” he shouted to his men. “Fall back!”
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      Asa heard gunshots in the distance. He smiled. The fun had begun outside. The sounds were muffled by the cabin’s massive timbers, which would also serve as a more-than-adequate layer of protection from any errant bullets.

      He gazed into the lighted mirror in his green room and adjusted his shirt, aligning the buttons with his zipper and evening up the cuffs. Cody stood beside him, as vigilant as ever.

      “I heard some nice screams coming from the office,” Asa said. “Sonya must be working Dale over good. Who’d have thought she’d turn out to be so ruthless?”

      “I knew she’d do well,” Cody said.

      Asa shifted his eyes slightly and looked at Cody’s reflection. A dark desire came to him. He smiled.

      “She’s doing well, all right. Last night, in my room … Wow.” He chuckled a little, feigning amazement. The truth was, though, Sonya had been only a mediocre lay. “And you were the first guy she was with, yes?”

      Asa kept his eyes locked on Cody’s reflection, but Cody avoided looking back. He stared to the side.

      He nodded. “That’s right.”

      “You popped her cherry. Man, oh man. Lucky guy.”

      Asa continued to stare at him. Cody’s eyes remained downcast.

      “You know the thing I like about her, Cody? Those nipples. Perfect little circles. So small. And pink. Not like those brownish ones you see so often. Actual, true pink. Like little strawberries, aren’t they? Mmm, taste like strawberries too.”

      Cody still wouldn’t look at him. He hadn’t turned away from whatever he was focusing on to avoid Asa’s gaze. His eyes glistened.

      Asa had hurt him with those last words, those intimate secrets about Cody’s first love, that image he’d conjured in the kid’s mind of how Asa had discovered those secrets mere hours ago, in the very same building in which they stood.

      Asa had hurt him bad.

      Which was the intent—using the power of language to continually beat this most important follower of his into complete submission. Asa needed absolute subservience from his assassin, so he continually put Cody in his place. With words. Words that said one thing to the ear but something entirely different to the soul.

      I own you, you piece of shit, they said.

      Asa switched his attention back to his own reflection. He smiled a large, welcoming, confident smile. And then turned for the door.

      “Come on,” he said.

      Cody followed.

      Asa threw open the door and saw the group waiting for him on the dais.

      “Gentlemen!” he boomed with a confidence matching the million-dollar smile on his face. “Welcome.”

      A group of six men stood near the podium. The Colombian, the Cuban, the Mafioso, the Arab, the separatist. And Ulan Lebedev. Sinister-looking guys in mismatched clothes and mismatched skin.

      Despite the big smile he’d given them, they looked at him with alarm.

      “Hendrix,” the Cuban said. “We hear gunshots. What happens outside?”

      There was a particularly loud burst of gunfire just then, close to the cabin. The men jumped, looked toward the entrance.

      “Now don’t you worry about that, fellas,” Asa said as he breezed onto the dais and started shaking hands. “Like I told you earlier, we’re well protected. Just some pests in the trees. I got my boys out there taking care of it. We’ll have this cleared up long before the meeting starts.”

      Asa waved his hand grandly at the stage surrounding them.

      “Friends, this is where the magic happens,” he said. “Where I give all the speeches. You’ll have a front-row seat, of course, and you’ll get a little taste of the influence I have over these people. And when Cody here leads them off to complete their task at Y-12 later tonight, you and I will be conducting our business elsewhere, at the Cherokee Building.”

      Nods of approval among the guests. They glanced at Asa and each other with subtle, sly grins. Snickering.

      Cody turned to Asa, confused.

      “There’s no Cherokee Building in Oak Ridge,” he said.

      Asa shook his head and looked at the other men, ignoring Cody.

      “Can you believe this kid? You can’t get good help these days. Am I right?”

      The men chuckled.

      Asa turned on Cody, still smiling but with a vicious look in his eye.

      He couldn’t believe Cody’s audacity, questioning Asa like that in front of the distinguished guests. Clearly Asa hadn’t done as good of a job brow-beating Cody as he’d thought.

      “Needn’t you worry, Cody Ellis,” he said. “You have more than enough to concern yourself with at Y-12. Leave the Cherokee Building to me and the adults.”

      The other men chuckled again.

      Cody cowered away from Asa’s stare.

      Then Asa noticed something.

      Movement. At the opposite side of the living room.

      He turned just in time to see someone disappear around a corner.

      It was Sonya.

      And she’d been watching.

      Asa knew immediately that something wasn’t right.

      He turned to Cody. He’d seen her too.

      Asa faced the others. “You fellas go ahead and make yourselves at home. You’re our guests of honor. There’s food in the back. Help yourselves.”

      He looked at Cody again.

      “Please excuse Cody and me. There’s something we need to attend to.”
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      Dale crouched down and went to the far end of the porch, taking out his Model 36. He positioned himself safely behind one of the large, vertical timbers supporting the porch’s roof.

      There were more gunshots from the forest, cracking through the cold air. Shouting. It sounded like a skirmish in a war film.

      He looked out to the trees.

      Past the bright lights of the parking area, there were flashes in the darkness. Muzzle flare.

      He squinted as he tried to make out what was happening.

      Finally he spotted someone close to the tree line. A man, crouching low, moving west. He wore dark, SWAT-style fatigues. One of Becker’s men. Behind the man, creeping closer to him, was another man, this one wearing civilian clothing and holding a .22.

      Becker’s man hadn’t noticed.

      Dale catapulted over the porch and sprinted through the brightly-lit parking area, losing traction for a moment in the gravel. He plunged into the trees.

      He took aim with his Model 36 and fired. The round hit Hendrix’s man in the ass. The man fell over, screaming. Dale ran up to him, and before the man could react, Dale placed a boot across his jaw, knocking him cold.

      Dale crouched down, positioned himself behind a trunk. More gunshots in the distance. He looked out into the trees.

      And then a pair of hands grabbed him from behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Asa and Cody rushed into the office.

      There was no one in the room. The green leather chair was empty, and the electrical cords were scattered on the floor beside it. The soldering iron was unplugged. The window was wide open.

      “Shit!” Asa said. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted that little bitch. I should have never taken your advice.” He grabbed Cody by the shirt and shook him hard. “This is your fault, you goddamn idiot!”

      He pushed Cody to the side and looked at the open window again.

      “She let Dale go. The spy is out there, Cody!”

      He took a breath and thought. For only a moment. There was no time to spare.

      He turned back to Cody.

      “Get your rifle.”
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      The gunshots were constant. Some nearer, some farther away. To Sonya, it sounded just like the gun range Cody had taken her to sometimes when they dated.

      She stood at the corner of the cabin, squeezed against the wall, only occasionally peering out to the forest, where the firefight seemed to be occurring. The shots were so loud. And it was so cold. Her arms and legs were goose-fleshed.

      She stole another glance around the corner. Past the bright lights of the gravel parking area she could see figures moving through the darkness of the trees. Lots of them. Firing weapons.

      One of the figures she recognized. At the tree line. It was Dale. He was with another man. Dale was on the ground, and the other man stood above him. With a gun. Dale’s arms were held above his head. They were speaking to each other.

      Was Dale bargaining with the other man? Pleading for his life, perhaps?

      No matter what was going on, Sonya knew she had little time to spare. She had to get to Dale now. She had information for him. And he was in trouble.

      There were gunshots all around her, and for a moment it paralyzed her where she was. She was unarmed. Unprepared. A battle raged only yards away from her, and she was in a minidress. Her mind began developing excuses, comfortable reasons why she should avoid doing the noble thing.

      She silenced those thoughts.

      She was sick and tired of fear.

      There was danger. She knew this. But she also knew that she had done a lot of harm in the last twenty-four hours, sent a lot of negative waves out into the universe. And now she’d been positioned in this precise spot at this precise time for a reason. She needed to do the right thing.

      There was movement to her left, on the porch. She turned.

      Hendrix and Cody exited the cabin. Cody held a massive rifle in his hands.

      Asa spotted her.

      A wave of anxiety rushed over Sonya.

      And she ignored it.

      She had a mission to accomplish. She had information she had to get to Dale.

      She locked eyes with Asa.

      Then she took off into the open, sprinting toward the tree line.
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      Dale looked into the face of an assassin.

      When he’d last seen Marcus Sloane, in downtown Knoxville, the man had worn a clean, contemporary ensemble fitting of the cityscape. Now, in the darkened forest, Sloane wore a pair of green, military-style fatigues. And when he’d violently flipped Dale onto his back and aimed his rifle at Dale’s head, he’d also been wearing a look of rage, one that told Dale the man wanted to kill him.

      But once Dale quickly addressed Sloane by name and told him he was with the BEI, Sloane’s expression changed to one of stunned confusion.

      “The BEI?” Sloane said. His voice was deep but also wispy, the kind of voice you’d imagine a python to have. He paused for a half moment. “Oh, god, that means you must be Dale Conley.”

      Dale nodded.

      “Of course,” Sloane continued. “Maddox went to you when he ran out of friends in the CIA.”

      “Right. Now will you get that goddamn gun off me?”

      Sloane let out a breath, lowered his rifle.

      “What was Maddox onto here, Agent Conley?”

      “Something huge. Steeger and Hendrix were working with the Russians. They’re going to attack Y-12 tonight.”

      “Jesus Christ …”

      “I need your help, Sloane. When—”

      Dale stopped. Because he’d heard a voice over the gunshots. Screaming. Coming from the parking area.

      Dale and Sloane both looked.

      It was Sonya.

      She ran at full speed, barefoot, through the deep gravel, stumbling every few feet, heading toward Dale. She had her eyes on him, and she waved her arms in big arcs.

      “The Cherokee Building!” she screamed. “The Cherokee Building!”
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      Asa crouched with Cody on the cabin’s front porch, watching as Sonya sprinted through the gravel toward the tree line, waving her arms, screaming.

      “The Cherokee Building! That’s where it will be!”

      She was running toward two figures at the forest’s edge, just visible by the light from the parking area.

      One of them was Dale.

      Asa grabbed Cody’s shoulder and shook him hard.

      “What are you waiting for?” he snapped.

      Cody looked up at him. His mouth was open. Fear in his eyes. He’d never looked more pathetic to Asa. He slowly, reluctantly brought the big rifle to rest on the handrail, aiming it toward Sonya.

      Asa boiled with impatience.

      “Do it! She’s trying to warn him.”

      Cody hesitated.

      “She’ll blow this whole thing for us. Shoot her!”

      Cody still hesitated.

      “I said shoot her, god dammit!”
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      Dale watched as Sonya ran toward him. He rolled over, got into a crouching position.

      “The Cherokee Building!” Sonya screamed.

      Dale saw movement behind her, at the cabin.

      Hendrix and Cody were on the porch, crouched behind one of the vertical timbers. Cody had the same high-powered rifle he’d used to cleave Maddox’s head. Its scoped barrel rested on the porch’s handrail.

      The gun was aimed at Sonya.

      Dale yelled out to her. “Sonya, go back!”

      She kept coming, still screaming.

      “Tonight! Hendrix is going to the Cherokee Building tonight!”

      Dale stood up. “Go back!”

      “The Cherokee Building! He’s going—”

      CRACK!

      The rifle was so loud it drowned out all the other gunshots.

      Sonya jolted forward, eyes wide, a massive wound to her stomach. She dropped.

      It was different from when Maddox had been shot. Less horrific. Maddox’s face had been torn from his head, but Sonya’s stomach wound, while also massive, was cleaner somehow. More graceful. There was something almost artful about it all. The fist-sized hole was perfectly round and fell perfectly in the center of her abdomen. A spout of blood cascaded into the bright, artificial light, twisting and glistening. She collapsed gracefully, slowly. There was a shocked but peaceful look on her face in the moment before it smashed into the gravel.

      Dale started toward her, but Sloane grabbed him by his jacket, pulled him down to the ground just as a bullet tore through a nearby trunk, spraying them with chunks of bark and wood.

      Dale looked to the cabin’s porch.

      Cody’s rifle was aimed in Dale and Sloane’s direction.

      Dale tried to get up, still going for Sonya.

      Sloane stopped him again. He pulled him behind a tree trunk.

      “She’s gone, Conley!” Sloane said, shaking him. “You go out there, and you’re dead too.”

      CRACK!

      Another round crashed through the trees around them, throwing down more debris.

      “We gotta get the hell out of here!” Sloane said.

      Dale took one more look at Sonya.

      She was completely still. Legs splayed. Face obscured by her hair that moved gently in the slight breeze.

      Dale nodded at Sloane, and they took off into the forest.
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      An hour later, and Dale’s body was still jittery with adrenaline.

      The blaring sirens did nothing to soothe his nerves. Becker had explained that Oak Ridge had a system of emergency sirens throughout the city that were tested on the first Wednesday of each month.

      That night was neither a Wednesday nor the beginning of the month.

      This was not a drill.

      The sirens were a deep, loud whine echoing off the buildings throughout the city. Constant and head-splitting. It sounded to Dale like air raid sirens from World War II movies, which made sense, given Oak Ridge had been created for the war. Becker had mentioned that residents of the city were accustomed to hearing the tests. But the current sirens were the real deal, and judging by the racket coming from the nearby police scanner, it was clear that the city of Oak Ridge had entered a state of panic.

      Dale, Becker, and Sloane stood outside the massive doors to the building that stored Y-12’s security vehicles, a structure that looked like a small aircraft hanger. Around them, the sounds of panicked confusion melded with the blaring sirens coming from the city beyond the fence. Engines firing up. People shouting. Cars with SECURITY POLICE written on the side zipping by, one after the other.

      “City cops aren’t going to Hendrix’s meeting,” Becker said, raising his voice over the confusion. “They have no warrant, and after I told them they’d be driving into a forest full of armed fanatics, believe it or not, they were even less interested. We’d need the governor to call in the National Guard to clear those woods, and by the time that would get arranged, the meeting would be over. I’ve got the city sirens running, and I’m sending out as many cars as I can spare to patrol with the city guys. Aside from that, we’re on our own.”

      “We know Hendrix is sending forces here to Y-12,” Dale said. “That much we can prepare for. But Sonya said Hendrix will be attending to separate matters at the Cherokee Building.”

      Becker shook his head. “There’s no building in town with the name Cherokee.”

      “You’re the BEI’s history expert, Conley,” Sloane said. “It’s gotta be a connection to the Cherokee Indians, right?”

      Dale rubbed his chin. “There’s no historical Cherokee connection to Oak Ridge. The city’s too new.”

      His mind scanned over what he knew about the area. And remembered something.

      Something remarkable.

      “But there’s a huge connection to Knoxville! The treaty that established the relationship between the Cherokee and the United States—putting the tribes under U.S. protection—was negotiated not forty miles from here, in Knoxville.” He looked at Becker. “Are there any Knoxville buildings with ‘Cherokee’ in their names?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Damn! That means Hendrix must be using a building near the actual site of the treaty’s signing, and I have no clue where that is.”

      Dale glanced away, saw the panic bustling through Y-12, heard the city’s sirens as they continued to blare.

      “Hendrix said that his other business tonight is more important than this strike on Y-12. If attacking a nuclear weapons facility is Hendrix’s secondary action tonight, whatever he has planned is gonna be huge. We have to find the Cherokee Building.”

      Aside from the dire situation that they faced, Dale’s pressing need to determine the building’s location also had strong personal significance. Sonya O’Neil had died to get him that information. She’d sacrificed herself. He wasn’t going to let her die in vain.

      “What are some of Knoxville’s most prominent buildings?” Dale said to Becker. “Like the towers downtown.”

      Becker thought it over.

      “Well, there’s the Burwell Building. The Andrew Johnson Hotel. The Hamilton National Bank building…”

      “Had that hotel been Andrew Jackson and not Johnson we might be onto something,” Dale said, “since Jackson relocated the Cherokee via the Trail of Tears. What about the bank? Banks merge all the time. They change names. Has it been called anything else?”

      “Hamilton National used to be Holston National. Like the Holston River. Then it was Holston-Union after that because—”

      “That’s it!” Dale said, cutting him off. He’d heard all he needed. “The Cherokee treaty was the Treaty of Holston, and you’ve said that the Hamilton National Bank building is where the CLEAN Conference takes place. Of course! Whatever Hendrix has planned is happening at the office space where he holds the conference.”

      Dale quickly looked between Sloane and Becker. “I need to get there. Sloane, can your team help protect Y-12?”

      Sloane turned to Becker. “We’re at your disposal.”

      “Good. Gotta run, fellas,” Dale said.

      And he did just that, sprinting toward the parking lot.
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      Asa slammed his fist into the podium.

      “…and that’s why tonight is so very important,” he was saying. “That’s why I need all of you to do what is necessary.”

      He stopped and looked to the cabin’s front entrance. More people were getting out of their seats, leaving. Lots of them. Their faces wore a variety of expressions: fear, disappointment, shock, anger.

      He’d expected as much from the beginning. He knew that his numbers would thin dramatically on the evening of the attack. It was easy for a person to listen to a speaker’s passionate rhetoric, and it was only slightly more demanding to assert your loyalty to said speaker. It was an entirely different thing for a person to stand by his or her professed ideologies and take action. Most people were, at their core, cowards. That’s why Asa had worked so diligently for so long to get his following as large as possible, building in a buffer against the mass attrition he knew would happen.

      “Go on! Leave!” he shouted at those exiting. “You’re just separating the wheat from the chaff for me.”

      He looked at the distinguished guests, who sat together in one of the front rows. He gave them a wink. They nodded, grinned, looked at each other, savoring the inside joke. The Cuban let out a small laugh and quickly covered it with a cough.

      Asa looked back to the crowd. “To those of you who are staying, thank you. This is the time we’ve been working toward. Everything has led to this. It will be dangerous. I’m not going to lie to you. But the danger will be worth it in the end. Because of our cause.”

      He gestured to Cody, sitting in his position with the other members of the inner circle at the rear of the dais.

      “Trust in Cody Ellis’s leadership. As I do. Be brave for me. But more importantly, be brave for the world. This concludes our gatherings. And I want to thank you all for your continued support these last two years. Those of you who are willing to do what is necessary, meet in front of the cabin in five minutes. Then our real work will begin.”
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      Becker and Sloane ran through the Y-12 complex.

      Other people — armed and wearing uniforms and fatigues — darted past them in all directions. Cars zoomed by. Helicopters floated in the air above, flying low, their rotors chopping the air and their spotlights shooting down to the ground. The city’s sirens blared from behind the fence.

      As they pushed past a group of men, the lights went off in front of them. They were now lit only by the red glow of auxiliary lighting on the side of one of the warehouses.

      They came to a stop.

      “What the hell is going on?” Sloane said.

      Becker looked at the red light fixture then turned around. In the immediate area surrounding them, there was only the red glow, but in the distance, the rest of Y-12 was still fully lit.

      “They’ve killed the power to this section,” Becker said. “And the security systems.”

      Sloane nodded. “Conley did say that Hendrix has spies dug deep in here.”

      “Which means we need to—”

      There was a horrible crashing sound—screeching, metallic, and loud. A burst of sparks lit the men’s faces. They both turned to look.

      The sound had come from the front gate.

      Hendrix’s forces had arrived.
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      Arancia barreled down I-40. The red emergency light clipped to the rearview mirror flashed, and the siren bellowed into the night.

      Dale gripped the steering wheel and narrowed his eyes. The vibrations from both Arancia’s mighty engine and the surface of the road shook through his hands and into his forearms. He weaved left and right through the traffic, which was yielding to his siren, pulling to the highway’s shoulder.

      Dale’s mind kept going back to the chaos he’d just left behind in Oak Ridge and the notion that whatever Hendrix was doing in Knoxville was even more sinister. Dale knew now what Hendrix’s overall plan was — selling U.S. nuclear secrets to a foreign power in exchange for asylum — but he had no clue what was about to happen in Knoxville. Ulan Lebedev was already in town, so it made sense that Hendrix would be selling his secrets to him. So why was there a need for the apparently momentous operation that was about to take place? Why didn’t the two of them just get on a plane for Moscow?

      Hendrix was up to something else. Something huge. And Dale had no clue what it was. Dale had been in a state of confusion for a day and a half since he received the note in the newspaper, and he was as confused now as when he’d started. Aside from ingenuity, intelligence was Dale’s most treasured trait, and being so perplexed pissed him off royally. The ambiguity he faced now was a large, dark wall looming over him, and certain words and phrases kept flashing through his thoughts. Soviets. Attack on Y-12. Nuclear. CIA. U.S. Department of State. Federal indictment.

      What the hell did it all mean?

      Logically, it was throwing Dale’s mind into a loop, frustrating him, tormenting him. But the natural, gut, emotional side of him knew exactly what Hendrix was capable of. He needed only think of Sonya O’Neil to remind himself of that. Sonya, like so many others, a brainwashed follower of the man. Sonya, who’d been molded into a would-be killer. Sonya, who’d been forced into a skimpy dress to sexually torture a man.

      Sonya, who had died to undo the sins Hendrix forced upon her.

      No, Dale’s gut instinct wasn’t confused at all. Hendrix was a monster who needed to be stopped. Dale would figure out the logistics as they arose. He’d let his instincts go to work. Instincts were what one needed to stop a creature like Hendrix, and Dale’s instincts had never let him down.

      He leaned down to look through the windshield. The tall buildings of downtown Knoxville appeared, lights twinkling in the nighttime sky.

      Dale dropped to a lower gear and smashed the gas pedal.
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      Asa stood beside an open door in a darkened hallway.

      A few feet away from him, standing diligently by the wall, were three of his men who Asa had brought along as muscle, should he receive any unwanted visitors. They were all armed, but their weapons were concealed, keeping the mood of this moment as nonthreatening as possible.

      Light poured out into the darkness from the room by which Asa stood, a conference hall. He was on the top floor of the former Hamilton National Bank building, one of the tallest towers in Knoxville. The bank itself had merged with another in recent years, and it was in the process of moving buildings, which had given Asa the most excellent opportunity to sweep in and rent out an entire floor for his conference. The location had served him well, a perching pinnacle, almost symbolic of the mission that CLEAN had promoted, feeding Asa with a supply of idealistic, rich morons and their fat checkbooks.

      As he waved the distinguished guests into the conference room, he could see through the window at the end of the dark hallway a bit of the stunning view — the lights of Knoxville, a bit of the Tennessee River, and I-40 in the distance, the red and yellow streaks of highway traffic cutting through the city.

      He kept a warm smile on his face as he ushered the guests inside.

      “Gentlemen, please make yourselves comfortable.”

      Lebedev was at the end of the line as the men made their way into the room. He and Asa made eye contact, and they stepped aside. Asa put his hand on Lebedev’s shoulder.

      “Moy drug, vremya prishlo.”

      My friend, the time is now.

      Lebedev nodded.

      Hendrix continued in Russian. “Raise the bidding past five million, and copies of the information will be yours for the agreed price … including my asylum.”

      Lebedev nodded again, and the two of them stepped into the room. Asa shut the door behind them.
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      Sloane and Becker jumped out of a security police vehicle, its lights flashing. They positioned themselves defensively behind the car’s open doors.

      Sloane glanced through the window of his door.

      Before him was an open, grassy area that met up with the entrance to Y-12. A guard station was at the front of this area, flanked to the left and right by the incoming and outgoing sides of the road. There was a movable gate across the incoming side.

      Pickup trucks barreled into Y-12, past the guard station, driving through the outgoing side of the road. Each time they did, their tires burst after hitting the backwards-facing, spring-loaded road spikes built into the road. The trucks’ rims screeched against the concrete and threw sparks into the night. They continued into the complex at breakneck speeds, shredded tires flapping, and they spread out into the grassy area where they parked and unloaded their armed passengers.

      Sloane counted six trucks already parked. And there were more coming in.

      Gunshots cracked through the night. Relentlessly. It was a war zone. Sloane’s men and the Y-12 security forces were in a firefight with the intruders. Hendrix’s people — both men and women — were using the pickup trucks as cover, concealing themselves behind the sides and in the beds. But several of the trucks just kept barreling forward on their tattered tires, right toward the plant itself.

      It was the most brazen attack Sloane had ever seen outside of the battlefield.

      “We have rows of dragon’s teeth circling the facility,” Becker shouted through the car’s cab. “Impossible to get those trucks through.”

      He pointed. Sloane turned.

      There was a seemingly endless line of massive cement blocks—each spaced a couple feet apart—twisting through the complex and into the distance, forming a low barrier wall separating the buildings from the primary access roads. It was a second layer of fortification beyond the main fence.

      A piercing sound to Sloane’s left. He ducked instinctively. A bullet smashed through the car’s windshield. Sloane covered his head as shards of safety glass showered him. He looked through the crack between the car’s door and the frame, saw that the shots were coming from a truck about fifty feet in front of them. He drew his M1911 and laid down three rounds.

      Then the truck started moving.

      Its destroyed tires spun in the earth for a moment, and then it came barreling right at Sloane and Becker.

      Sloane gave a quick glance to Becker. He had seen it too. Both men dove to either side of the car, rolling out of the way just as the truck smashed into it.

      Debris thudded in the ground all around Sloane. A piece of plastic interior molding smashed into his shoulder.

      People poured out of the truck, firing their guns. One of them Sloane recognized. It was one of Hendrix’s higher-ups, one of the people Sloane and his team had been carefully monitoring.

      Cody Ellis.

      Sloane saw Becker running for cover behind a small shed several feet away, and he sprinted after him, crouching low as bullets hissed through the air around him.

      He threw his back against the shed and looked back to the pickup truck.

      Cody and the others had positioned a large piece of particleboard off the back of the tailgate, creating a ramp to the ground, and they were using it to roll three large machines out of the back of the truck.

      Dirt bikes.

      Sloane looked behind him to the dragon’s teeth, the cement blocks that created a barrier around the Y-12 complex. He looked at the gap between the blocks. And then turned back to the bikes again.

      They were just small enough to fit between the gaps.
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      Dale sprinted down the sidewalk, squeezing his way past pedestrians. The entrance of the Hamilton National Bank Tower was before him, a glass door topped by a triangular tympanum and flanked by Ionic pilasters. He skidded to a stop and yanked on the door handle. Locked.

      He cupped his hand on the glass, looked inside. The Greek motif continued into the lobby, where it had been melded with Art Deco elements. He saw a vaulted ceiling with plaster rosettes and a frieze decorated by alternating triglyphs and metopes. There was a nightwatchman, in uniform, behind a desk in the back, eyeing him suspiciously.

      Dale pounded on the glass.

      A moment later, the door opened a crack, and the nightwatchman peered out at him.

      “Sir, I need you to—”

      Dale pulled out his badge.

      “What floor is the CLEAN Conference on?”
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      It was a large conference hall, like those in a hotel. A recessed ceiling above. Stately pillars. Rows of chairs, seating a hundred. To the side was a thin, folding partition wall, dividing an even larger space into two — a matching room was on the other side of the partition.

      Asa was at the front of the room, facing the guests. They were spaced out among the empty chairs, giving themselves a good amount of buffer room. These weren’t the friendliest of guys, after all, and they didn’t particularly like each other.

      Behind Asa, on a rolling cart, was a television. The local news played. At the bottom of the screen was:

      
        
        BREAKING NEWS: BREAK-IN AT OAK RIDGE NUCLEAR FACILITY

      

      

      Asa stepped to the TV and turned down the volume, leaving the images playing silently on the screen. He faced his audience again.

      In this moment of quiet, muffled sounds could be heard from the closet at the back of the room.

      Screams.

      The guests glanced at each other, perplexed. One of them was about to question Asa about it, but he cut him off

      “The bits of info I’ve been tempting you with over the last few months — that’s just the tip of the iceberg, my friends. Tonight is where you’ll get your chance at the real prize.”

      He held up an eight-inch square of thin, black plastic. It had a perfectly round hole in the center that was lined with a sliver of glossy material.

      “Gentleman, this is a computer disk. It holds 237 kilobytes of information.”

      The guests shifted in their seats, impressed by the mind-boggling amount of data.

      “And among that information are specifics on uranium supplies, enrichment processes, storage facilities … you name it. The winning bidder will get the disk upon clearance of his funds, but more importantly he’ll get everything related to tonight’s activities at Y-12.”

      Asa rested his hand on the television for emphasis.

      “As you can see, we’re exposing weaknesses in Y-12’s security plans, and our attack will give us many more details about the layout and their tactics. This information will be yours along with the object of our attack tonight: intel from the security office. We have spies who have been following Roy Becker’s most trusted allies, people like Kieran Burks. Simple, trusting souls guarding the nation’s most valuable secrets. Folks like Becker and Burks have unknowingly led us to the location of the most valuable secret within the Secret City: all the schematics and processes behind Y-12’s security. Think about it. Why waste your time and effort going after individual pieces of technical information when, instead, you can get access to all the information by knowing how to infiltrate Y-12?”

      Excitement bustled through the sinister group.

      Asa grinned.

      “Shall we start the bidding at a million?”
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      Another bullet smashed into the shed, and Becker pulled in tighter against the wall. Beside him, Sloane fired off more rounds from his sidearm.

      Becker peered around the corner to the truck, where Hendrix’s people were unloading the third and final dirt bike. Cody Ellis had just straddled one of the bikes, and he threw a book bag over his shoulders. Becker made eye contact with the kid right before he kickstarted the bike. The engine snarled, the rear tire spat out some earth, and then the bike went straight for the dragon’s teeth.

      Becker looked at Sloane.

      “Stay here with your men,” he shouted. “I know where they’re going. They’re headed for the security office.”

      Sloane nodded then fired again.

      Becker darted out from behind the cover, spraying a burst from his M16 as he ran toward the truck.

      The people at the truck saw him, and they fired back. One of the bullets grazed Becker’s left ankle, and he stumbled before continuing forward.

      He fired his M16 from the hip, laying bullets into a guy mounting one of the bikes. The guy’s arms flailed, and he collapsed, the bike falling on him.

      Becker reached the group and swung the butt of his M16 across the jaw of a man holding the remaining bike steady. He grabbed the bike before it fell over and sprayed more rounds at another man approaching from one of the other trucks beyond.

      He straddled the bike then aimed his M16 at the other bike on the ground, shot it. Bullets rang against the metal parts, and the chain tore in two, rendering the bike useless.

      He looked toward the plant.

      Cody’s bike zipped through a gap between two of the dragon’s teeth and entered Y-12.

      Becker kickstarted his bike and took off after him.
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      Dale was in an elevator, and he bounced with adrenaline-fueled anticipation as he stared at the numbers above the doors. He took out his Model 36.

      The number 14 lit up, and the bell rang. Dale positioned himself protectively to the side of the doorway, squeezing himself against the elevator wall. The doors opened.

      He peered out cautiously.

      The hallway in front of him was dark, empty.

      He stepped out, both hands on his gun. There was a directory on the wall in front of him, arrows pointing left and right. He gave it a quick glance then took a left, moving stealthily down the hallway.

      At the corner, he stopped. He positioned himself cautiously against the wall, as he had in the elevator, and looked around the corner.

      A group of three men, armed with handguns, stood in the darkness beside the doorway of the conference room, lit dimly by the glow coming from the gaps around the closed door.

      They saw Dale as soon as he peeked around the corner.

      And they fired.
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      The guests turned around in their seats and looked at the door, toward the gunfire they’d just heard.

      Asa thought of Dale, the federal agent, his main reason for having the armed men with him. There was something about the guy. A tenacity. Originally, before encountering Dale, Asa had planned on bringing no one tonight. No witnesses. But since Dale stumbled into his life, Asa knew he needed to be better prepared. Asa had been meticulous about covering his tracks to that point, so it seemed illogical that anyone would trace him to Knoxville that night. But Dale was a different kind of opponent. And now the gunshots outside only proved that Asa’s nagging suspicions had been warranted.

      Dale was here.

      Somehow the guy had tracked him. He’d charmed Sonya. She’d gone screaming to him about the “Cherokee Building.” The bitch. And Dale had somehow used that one piece of information to figure everything out. Incredible.

      Good thing Asa had brought his armed men. And the other surprise he had waiting for Dale.

      Asa waved his arms, regaining the guests’ attention.

      “Fellas, it sounds like my boys outside have caught an intruder. So let’s wrap up the bidding. The last bid was to Mr. Salazar. Three-point-six million. Do I hear four?”
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      Becker crashed through the entrance of the security office. The building was almost completely dark, just a bit of red light coming in through the windows. He tried the light switch on the wall beside him. Nothing.

      As he took a step forward, he stumbled. He looked down at the wound on his leg where the bullet had grazed his ankle. Blood pooled out into his slacks.

      He kept his M16 aimed in front of him as he walked farther into the pinkish darkness toward a door at the back of the hall. He threw the door open, revealing a staircase beyond.

      Right on the other side of the door — stunned by the sudden interruption — was Cody Ellis, making his way out of the staircase.

      Becker noticed that the book bag on Ellis’s shoulders was now full, and he could just see folders and black computer disks peeking out of the gap in the top.

      There was only a split second of confusion before Ellis jumped at him.

      Becker’s M16 went off, light blazing in the darkness. Pieces of ceiling tile rained down on the two of them. They grappled, all hands on the rifle, and tumbled to the floor.

      Ellis looped his arm around Becker’s elbow, and with one vicious tug he yanked the M16 out of Becker’s hand. Becker threw a punch into Ellis’s side. The kid bent in half, and Becker used this moment to lunge at him. But just as he got his hands to Ellis’s neck, the kid brought a knee to the underside of Becker’s chin, cracking his teeth together. Ellis’s eyes flicked to the wound on Becker’s ankle, and he quickly smashed his boot into it. Hard.

      Becker screamed out, and for a moment, his body was stunned by the flash of pain from his leg. His vision went white, and a sweat flushed his skin. He blinked his eyes, regained himself a bit, and rolled over. He tried to get up, fell back to the floor. His ankle had been lamed.

      He looked down the hall. Ellis was sprinting away, almost to the doors.

      Becker pulled out his sidearm from the holster behind his back and fired three times from his crouched position. Missing.

      Ellis pushed through the door and dashed outside.
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      Dale dove around the corner just as a line of bullets sprayed the wall.

      He fell to his knees, keeping his hands over his head as glass rained down on him. He looked up and saw where the glass had come from — a recessed cabinet with a tightly folded firehose and a fire extinguisher. The glass door had been shattered by bullets.

      Crouching, Dale went to the cabinet, reached through the broken glass, and grabbed the firehose. He returned to the other side of the hallway, taking the firehose with him. It stretched along the tile behind him, spanning the width of the floor.

      Dale positioned himself right at the corner, both hands holding tightly onto the firehose.

      And he listened.

      Footsteps came in his direction. At a run.

      He tightened his grip.

      And just as the men came sprinting around the corner, he yanked up on the firehose, creating a big tripwire. The first two men went tumbling over the hose. One of them cracked his head on the floor, instantly unconscious. The other landed hard on his shoulder, screaming out.

      The third man, who had been farther behind the other two, came to a stop before running into the hose, his shoes squeaking on the floor. He spotted Dale and ran at him.

      Dale bolted up with a punch that caught the man under the chin. The man stumbled back. Dale went to make another attack while the man was momentarily stunned. But Dale couldn’t move. Something held him back. He looked down.

      The man on the floor had his ankle. And he was leveling his gun at him.

      Dale brought his other boot across the man’s face, knocking him out.

      There was a sharp pain to Dale’s side, and he let out an oomph. The third man had jumped upon him. They smashed into the wall.

      Their arms were tangled. Dale’s Model 36 fell to the floor. It clattered on the tile.

      The man grabbed at Dale’s head, wrapping his arm around his neck, getting him into a full-nelson.

      Dale gasped for breath.

      He saw the destroyed firehose cabinet in front of him.

      And the fire extinguisher.

      Dale reached toward it.

      The man behind him yanked hard against his neck, pulling him backwards.

      Dale gasped again, louder. His eyes watered.

      The man pulled his gun around, and Dale grabbed him by the wrist, pushing it back. With his other hand, Dale stretched for the fire extinguisher.

      It was almost within his grasp. An inch away.

      He reached out …

      And finally grabbed it. With one motion, he swung the extinguisher backward over his shoulder and pulled his head to the side. The canister collided directly with the other man’s face with a loud metal ping. The man fell limp to the floor.

      Dale took a deep breath.

      Then he grabbed his gun from the floor and took off running down the hall.
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      Sloane ducked behind one of the rectangular dragon’s teeth. Three rounds pounded into the block. He felt the vibration all the way through the cement and into his back. He whipped his rifle back to the top of the block and looked through the scope.

      The scene before him was an absolute battlefield. Carnage. With no end in sight.

      There was a potential target. Thirty yards away. He lined up the crosshairs…

      And stopped.

      He ducked back below the dragon’s tooth and cocked his head to the side. He’d heard something. The loud whine of a dirt bike engine, drowning out the gunshots. He turned.

      A lone bike barreled up the northern perimeter road. It was Cody Ellis. Sloane looked farther back into the facility, behind Ellis, trying to find Becker. He was nowhere to be seen.

      Shit.

      Becker had been neutralized. Dead? Maybe. But Sloane didn’t give the notion a moment of abstract consideration. Zero emotion. He had more than enough training and experience to give him the necessary cold objectivity. Becker simply was no longer part of equation.

      Sloane pulled out a set of miniature binoculars and looked toward the bike. He saw a book bag strapped over Ellis’s shoulders. It was bloated, crammed with God knows what kind of world-altering data.

      Sloane’s rifle was strapped over his shoulder. He threw it around to his back, grabbed his M1911 from the holster strapped to his thigh, and sprinted toward the road. His men yelled out to him as he bolted away.

      “Agent Sloane!”

      Bullets zipped past. One struck the ground a few feet in front of him, spraying rocky debris.

      The bike raced forward, getting closer. Ellis looked his direction. They made eye contact.

      Sloane stopped at the side of the road and took a solid stance, placed both hands on his gun, and aimed it toward Ellis.

      Ellis crouched as low as he could beneath the handlebar and gunned the throttle. The dirt bike screamed.

      Sloane fired rapidly. The first few rounds clanked harmlessly off the metal. Finally, one of the rounds did some damage — either to the bike or to Ellis, Sloane couldn’t tell — and Ellis and the bike went tumbling forward in a tangled mess. There was the screech of metal on concrete, and the bike slid forward, sparks flying.

      It came to a stop.

      Sloane approached cautiously, gun at the ready.

      The bike was a crumpled mess. Smoke came from the engine. Fluid of some sort pooled beneath it. All he could see of Cody was a leg coming out from beneath the bike and the book bag, which Sloane could see was full of file folders and disks.

      Sloane stepped up to the bike, and as he did, Cody’s foot came flying at him, a well-timed kick that struck Sloane squarely under the jaw.

      Sloane flew back, hit the ground. The impact of the concrete against his back took his breath, and for a brief moment, his body was stunned. He heard the crunching sound of the bike sliding against the ground followed by footsteps, at a run.

      Sloane shook out the fogginess and looked up to see a security police vehicle, its driver-side door shutting. Ellis was behind the wheel. The blue-and-red lights came on, followed by the siren. The engine started, the rear tires spun for a moment with a loud squeal, and then it bolted.

      It was headed toward the front gate. Ellis was disguising himself as a security forces member as a way to get out of the facility.

      To get all that info in his book bag into Asa Hendrix’s hands.

      Sloane rolled to his stomach and squeezed off the last few rounds from his 1911. Two rounds struck the vehicle, doing nothing.

      He pushed himself up, tossed his 1911, and swung his rifle around. He got into a solid stance, a kneeling position with his weak-side knee toward his target and his strong-side leg at ninety degrees, knee on the ground. He looked down the scope. Steadied himself. And fired.

      His round went through the car’s rear window, shattering it.

      But the car kept going.

      Another round.

      This shot went through the windshield too, closer to Ellis, making him jump. But still the car raced forward.

      It was almost to the gate.

      Sloane took in a breath, released it.

      And fired.

      Contact.

      A spray of blood, and Ellis’s body jolted forward. The car screeched, swinging violently side to side before smashing into the guard station.

      Sloane ran toward the building, grabbing what cover he could along the way, bullets flying all around him.

      He approached the car. Its front end was mangled, smashed into the cinder block wall. Steamed billowed out of the hood.

      He went to the driver’s side and peered in. The interior was covered with blood. Ellis was slumped over the steering wheel, motionless. Wound to the back of the head.

      The book bag was on the passenger seat. Sloane reached into the car and pulled out the bag, looked inside.

      Disks and diagrams and folders marked TOP SECRET.

      The information, so valuable, so volatile. Only feet away from escaping into the wide world. Safely in Sloane’s hands.

      He exhaled.
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      Asa was so giddy he was about to jump out of his skin. His moment had finally arrived, the last part of the masterpiece he’d been crafting for years. But he needed to maintain his composure. For just a few more moments. Because all eyes of the distinguished guests were still upon him.

      The Cuban looked very pleased with himself, a small grin, arms folded over his chest. The others were disgruntled. Except for Lebedev. He just looked back at Hendrix with that mischievous sparkle in his eye, the smug joy of a well-orchestrated scheme.

      Asa had never been so happy in his entire life. He was about to be rich. Rich like he could never have dreamed. Ungodly, unheard-of rich. A freakin’ millionaire.

      He held the disk high into the air.

      “All right, then. Six million going once … going twice …”

      There was a CRASH from the side of the room.

      A gaping, torn hole burst through the thin partition wall that cut the conference hall in half, and an armed man ran into the room, having shouldered his way right through the wall.

      It was Dale.

      He had both hands on his Model 36, swinging it left and right.

      An entire half of the wall toppled over with a loud bang, sending a gust of air through the room.

      “Federal agent!”

      The guests all fled for the exit. They knew that this man was there for Asa, and they were more than happy to abandon him. They hid their faces with their hands, trying to conceal their identities.

      Asa looked at Lebedev, fleeing with the rest of them. Lebedev looked back at him and gave him a small shrug that said tough luck.

      And then he was gone.

      Dale, though, wasn’t watching the other men. He had his gun aimed at Asa, both hands wrapped around it. There was a cold, determined look on his face as he moved toward him.

      With the guests gone, the room had quieted. The faint screams from the closet in the back could be heard again.

      Dale kept moving toward him, gun leveled.

      Asa just watched for a moment, keeping his eyes locked on Dale. He breathed rapidly, shallowly, nearly hyperventilating.

      And then he screamed out loud, throwing his head back, feeling the veins in his neck bulge.

      “You just cost me millions of dollars and my goddamn freedom!”

      “Oh, I heard the auction,” Dale said, looking over the top of his gun. “Pretty clever. Have your Soviet buddy raise the bidding then take the money and run, getting Russian asylum and protection, knowing whoever won tonight wouldn’t dare retaliate against the Soviet Union when they never got the intel they were promised. Were you and Lebedev splitting the profit fifty/fifty?”

      Asa was again impressed with Dale’s ability to put the pieces together. So he gave him a small, respectful nod. “Sixty/forty, actually. I did organize everything, after all.”

      “Shrewd. But now you’re right back to where you started two years ago when you were indicted. A federal fugitive with nowhere to go.”

      “All thanks to you.”

      “Put down the disk, Lutz. It’s over. You’re at the end of your rope. No more bargaining. No more scheming. No more silver tongue. You’re out of options.”

      Asa gave him a smile. “Oh, am I?”

      He cocked his head to the side, as if listening carefully for something. He put a perplexed look on his eyes and an obnoxious smile on his lips.

      “You hear something?”

      Dale scowled at him as he continued toward him. But then his expression changed. He’d heard it. The muffled screams from the back side of the room.

      “What is that?”

      Asa began moving slowly to his right.

      “Don’t move! Who’s in that closet?”

      Asa ignored his command. He kept easing to the side until he got himself into position. He now stood between Dale and the closet. He started walking backwards, toward the screams.

      “I said don’t move!”

      “Are you gonna shoot now, Dale? With the closet behind me? What if you miss? What if one of those bullets goes straight through me?”

      “Who’s in there?”

      Asa was truly flustering him now. Delicious.

      He shrugged. “It’s locked, Dale. And I have the key.”

      Asa arrived at the closet. He stopped, his back facing the door.

      “Open it!”

      “Whatever you say. You’re the man with the gun.”

      Asa slowly reached into his pocket and took out the key. He unlocked the door, opened it.

      Inside, with her mouth gagged and her hands tied, was Penny Whitworth.
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      Dale felt his mouth open and the gun dip slightly in his hands.

      Penny was crouched on the floor of the closet, still in the green scrubs she’d been wearing when Dale had last seen her at the airport. Her hands were bound with thin, blue, nylon rope. A cloth was stuffed into her mouth, secured in place by another cloth that was wrapped around her head, tied in the back. Her eyes were bloodshot, cheeks red and streaked with mascara. She was trembling. She looked right at Dale.

      “Your little friend,” Hendrix said. “She was so proud of her new job.”

      Dale remembered how Penny had excitedly shown Dale her name tag at the airport, flicking it with her finger. He glanced at it now.

      
        
        Penny Whitworth, RN

        Davidson Memorial Hospital

      

      

      And he remembered what she’d said to him, that she was about to start her first shift at her new job. In one little exchange with Dale, she’d given Hendrix a name, location, and time to track her down.

      Hendrix suddenly reached behind his back and pulled out his Beretta 70, aimed it down toward the floor at Penny.

      She screamed louder, shielded her head with her bound arms.

      “Like I told you before, Dale, you could learn a thing or two from me. Never go into a situation without a backup plan. Always use your head. Now here’s what’s going to happen. I’m getting out of here, Penny’s coming with me, and if you want her to remain alive, you’re going to put down that gun.”

      Dale stared at him, didn’t lower his gun.

      “I said put it down!” Hendrix shouted.

      Dale still kept the gun on him.

      “If I put this gun down, you’ll walk out of here scot-free. You’ll shoot the federal agent; then you’ll shoot your only surviving witness, Penny; and then you’ll stroll out of the building. I’m calling your bluff, Lutz. I won’t give up. You know this. And as long as I’m around, you need Penny alive. She’s your last bargaining chip. The last resort of a lifelong loser.”

      Dale recognized how strong of a communicator Hendrix was, but Dale was no slouch when it came to language either. Dale was gonna turn the tables on this asshole, use the magic of language against him for once. After all, words were the most powerful weapon.

      Hendrix stared into him, growled. He grabbed Penny, yanked her to her feet. He stood behind her, gun to her temple.

      She looked at Dale, pleading.

      “Then it appears we’ve reached a bit of a stalemate,” Hendrix said, speaking from behind Penny’s shoulder.

      “It would appear that way.”

      “But I do still have one advantage.”

      “What’s that?”

      Hendrix motioned his head toward Penny. “I have cover. And you’re completely exposed.”

      He turned his gun on Dale and fired.

      In the split second before Hendrix squeezed the trigger, Dale recognized that he truly intended to shoot. Dale had enough experience to recognize when someone was feigning and when someone meant business.

      Hendrix meant business.

      Dale dove to his right, sliding behind one of the columns as a bullet ripped into it. A moment later, two more bullets struck the column.

      The shots stopped. Dale peered out.

      The door at the front of the conference hall was open. In the dark hallway beyond, Dale could see Hendrix running away with Penny.

      Dale jumped to his feet, aimed his Model 36.

      No clear shot, nothing that wouldn’t endanger Penny.

      Hendrix and Penny rounded the corner and disappeared.

      Dale sprinted out of the conference room and into the darkness. The thuds of his footsteps echoed off the walls. At the end of the hall, he turned the corner, and saw Hendrix with Penny at the bank of elevators. There was the ding of an arriving carriage. Hendrix fired his Beretta into the buttons on the wall then pushed Penny into the elevator.

      Dale arrived just as the elevator closed, getting a brief glimpse of Hendrix and Penny, her eyes looking into him again with utter fright. The doors shut.

      He shoved his fingers into the crack of the doors, tried to pry it open. Nothing. He could hear the carriage begin to descend.

      He looked at the elevator controls. Utterly mangled, springs and metal and wire dangling off the wall.

      He turned, saw the door to the stairway at the end of the hall, and sprinted to it.
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      Asa finished untying Penny’s hands then yanked the gag out of her lips.

      “Creep!” she screamed the moment her mouth was free.

      He spun her around violently, stuck the Beretta into her back.

      “Now, listen,” he said. “We’re walking out of here, and you’re going to play it cool. Just be a good girl, and this will all turn out fine for you.”

      Penny was trying to be tough. She’d stopped crying, but her body was still shaking violently. He could tell she was working hard, but in vain, to control it.

      He kept the gun on her back and put the other hand on her hip, keeping her close. Her ass was pressed against his crotch. A nice ass. He squeezed himself in tighter.

      “There’s a guard in the lobby,” he said, leaning around her, speaking softly, his lips brushing her ear. She pulled away. “Don’t get any ideas. He doesn’t need to get hurt. But I will if I have to. So just play it cool. Okay?”

      She didn’t reply.

      “Okay?”

      He jammed the barrel of the gun hard into her back.

      She screamed out.

      “All right!” she said.

      She shook harder now.

      Asa watched the numbers above the elevator doors as they dropped.

      3 … 2 … 1.

      Ding.

      The doors began to open.

      “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale’s footsteps clattered loudly up and down the stairwell. It was dark and musty and had that smell that only comes from old buildings and antiques. He rushed down the steps haphazardly, nearly losing his footing.

      He reached the bottom floor, pushed through the exit door, and entered the lobby.

      He saw the nightwatchman lying on the floor behind his desk, bleeding profusely and grabbing at his shoulder.

      He ran up to him, dropped to his knees.

      The man grimaced, pointing to the exit. “I saw rope on the elevator floor. And the girl was crying. When I walked up to them, he shot me. They went out the front door and headed right.”

      Dale hesitated. He knew the man needed medical attention, but Hendrix was getting away with the nuclear secrets. And Penny.

      The nightwatchman saw his hesitation.

      “I already called an ambulance,” the man said. “Just go!” He jabbed a finger toward the front entrance.

      Dale nodded and sprinted away.
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      Asa and Penny moved down the sidewalk among the nighttime crowds. Asa kept his gun concealed behind her back. There was a strong breeze, and it tossed her hair about. They strolled as casually as possible.

      Penny shuddered again.

      “Shut your mouth,” Asa said quietly.

      When they’d exited the elevator back at the Hamilton National building, Asa had tried to be nonchalant when he and Penny entered the lobby. But the nightwatchman’s suspicions had been immediately aroused. The man had stood up and approached them. Asa didn’t have the time to talk his way out of the situation. So he just shot the man in the shoulder.

      He could have killed him, and, of course, that would have been a better solution. One less witness. But for some reason Asa still couldn’t bring himself to kill another person. He wished, then, that he’d brought Cody with him instead of leaving him in charge of the forces at Y-12. But who would have guessed things would have turned out this way? Who would have guessed he’d end up tangling with someone like Dale?

      As he thought about it now, the unanswered questions frustrated him even more. Who was this federal agent? How had he found out about Asa’s operations? Asa realized that he never even learned Dale’s last name.

      No matter who he was in the rest of the world, Dale was the thorn in Asa’s side that was keeping him from his goals. Maybe Asa hadn’t been able to bring himself to kill the guard or any of the others that had to die along this journey. But he could make one exception. For Dale. He could kill Dale.

      He looked back to the Hamilton National Bank tower. The front doors swung open. Dale ran out of the building, saw Asa and Penny, and started sprinting toward them.

      Asa turned back around and picked up the pace, shoving Penny in the back. There was an alley ahead, to the left.

      He turned the corner.
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      Dale turned off Gay Street and sprinted into the alley where he’d seen Hendrix and Penny go. They were farther down the alley, almost to the end, running away.

      “Freeze, Lutz!”

      He fired off a warning shot, into the ground.

      Hendrix whipped around and fired back in his direction, no hesitation. The rounds flew all around Dale.

      He jumped behind a dumpster. Bullets pinged off the metal.

      Dale listened. And counted. Four shots. And the shooting ceased. It was quiet now but for the wind whistling between the walls. A smile came to Dale’s face. He knew the danger had passed.

      So he stood up.

      And stepped out from behind his cover.

      Keeping his gun aimed, Dale casually walked down the center of the alley toward Hendrix, who was about fifty feet away, hiding behind Penny. Hendrix’s gun was under her chin.

      “You remember that scene in Dr. No, Lutz?” Dale said. “The one where Bond counts the number of rounds his enemy has fired? That’s a standard Beretta 70, .32 ACP. You’ve fired eight rounds. Three in the conference hall, one into the elevator controls, and four now. You’re out of ammo.”

      As soon as Dale finished his sentence, he bolted toward them.

      Hendrix let go of Penny and took off, dropping his gun to the ground. He took a right at the end of the alley and disappeared from Dale’s sight.

      As Dale ran past Penny, he gave her a little smile and said, “Be right back.”
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      Asa raced frantically down the sidewalk, pushing people out of his way, looking behind his back every few feet.

      Dale was behind him. And gaining. But that was all right because Asa had one more option left. It was an impromptu thought, a bit of resourcefulness. And it was only a couple blocks away.

      He took a left onto Church Avenue. There was an overpass in front of him, and he saw his destination.

      His salvation. His way out of this mess. His final option.

      Asa was a survivor. No matter how many times life had tried to crush him, he’d always found a way to slither out from beneath its boot. A person simply has to remember that there are always options. Never give up. Use your head.

      He continued toward the overpass, moving even faster.
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      Ahead of Dale, Hendrix turned a corner. Dale chased after him. People screamed, moved out of his way at the sight of his gun.

      Dale followed Hendrix onto an overpass that spanned a busy highway. He saw where Hendrix was headed, a large building that sat atop the overpass. There were buses all around it. In big letters across the side of the building was:

      
        
        KNOXVILLE AREA TRANSIT

      

      

      It was a windy night, and the gusts were even more powerful on the overpass. Dale felt his hair whipping to the left side of his head. The stronger wind made running more difficult, but Dale was far faster than Hendrix, and the gap closed rapidly. They were only a few yards apart. The entrance to the bus station was still half a block away. He yelled out to Hendrix over the wind and the highway traffic.

      “Give it up, Lutz! I’m gaining on you. You’re out of options.”

      Hendrix glanced back over his shoulder. He looked exhausted, and by the expression on his face, it was evident that Hendrix recognized that Dale was about to catch up.

      He slowed from a run to a hopeless jog to a defeated walk. Then he stopped. And turned around. Waited for just a moment. And then did something very bizarre. He crossed the street, going away from the bus station to the opposite side of the overpass.

      What the hell was he up to?

      Hendrix walked to the sidewalk and stopped next to the short, cement wall.

      Dale continued after him, his Model 36 still aimed in his direction. He stepped onto the sidewalk and looked over the wall. A divided, four-lane highway ran beneath the overpass, several feet below. The traffic roared. Semis whooshed by.

      “You’re not entirely correct, Dale,” Asa shouted over the traffic. “I do have one more bargaining chip.”

      He held up the disk.

      “This.”

      He extended his arm out over the rushing vehicles, dangling the disk between two fingers. It flapped in the wind.

      “Stop right where you are,” he said.

      Dale did as he was told, coming to a halt. He kept his gun aimed at Hendrix. They were about fifteen feet apart.

      “You know what the punishment is for treason,” Hendrix said. “Death. I have absolutely nothing left to lose, and one way or another I’m getting on one of those buses and getting the hell out of here. I hold in my hand some of the nation’s most valuable secrets — schematics and figures and charts for the most destructive technology known to man. Put that gun down, or I drop the disk. Sure, it could get destroyed, run over by a truck. But maybe it’ll land on one of the trucks. Or maybe it’ll get carried off in the wind. And get lost out there in the world. On your watch. Do you want to be the federal agent who lost the nation’s nuclear secrets? Put. The gun. Down.”

      Dale hated to give Hendrix any sort of power, but he couldn’t deny that the man’s words were now screaming through his mind.

      Hendrix was right. The information on that disk was enough to start a third world war. It was enough to give enemy forces the information they would need to bring the United States — hell, the whole free world — to its knees.

      Hendrix did have one last bargaining chip. An immensely powerful one. That was the thing about resourceful weasels like Darrell Asa Lutz. They could always dredge up one more option, one more means of escape.

      Hendrix had alluded to capital punishment for his treason. He was a man with nothing left to lose, just like he’d said. A man with the ultimate bargaining chip resting in his hand.

      What choice did Dale have?

      He started to lower the gun …

      And then he fired.

      Three times.

      The bullets blasted through the disk and Hendrix’s hand.

      Hendrix screamed.

      Dale wasn’t the best shot in the world, but he was only a few feet away from Hendrix, and the big, black disk had been a perfect target. He’d eyeballed the building past the overpass, beyond the highway, and figured it would be a decent insurance against errant bullets flying into the city. A calculated risk.

      See, Dale was an ingenious man too. Like Hendrix, he always managed to find another option. In this case, Dale knew that there were literal earth-shattering implications to the information on the disk, but he also knew that it was only a copy of information still back at Y-12. He couldn’t let it out in the world, nor could he let Hendrix get away.

      So, instead, he just destroyed the information.

      And Hendrix’s hand.

      Dale lived by the idea that everything works out if you give it time. It was his philosophy. And Hendrix had made the fool mistake of giving Dale half a moment to think things over.

      Dale holstered his gun and slowly walked toward Hendrix.

      “It’s over, Lutz.”

      Hendrix was bent to his knees. He held the tangled mess of shredded disk and torn flesh that had been his hand tightly to his stomach. He watched Dale approach then looked over the short wall beside him to the highway below.

      Hendrix threw a leg over the edge, looked back at Dale, and disappeared.
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      Dale dashed over to where Hendrix had stood and looked over the edge. Hendrix dangled from the side of the overpass with his good hand, clinging to a small ledge below the wall. His ruined hand swung at his side, blood dripping down onto the highway. There was a look of fear and defeat on his face, which was rapidly turning white with shock. The wind blew his hair. His cheeks were speckled with droplets of blood.

      “Like I said, Dale,” Hendrix said solemnly, “you know the punishment for treason. They’re gonna fry me.” He looked at the noisy traffic rushing past below them. “At least this way I can go out on my own terms.”

      Dale shook his head. “No. Not like this. Give me your hand.”

      He reached out and took Hendrix’s wrist. Hendrix wrapped his hand around Dale’s wrist and looked at Dale with that expression of deep defeat.

      And then the expression morphed, the corners of his lips sliding up his face — it became a look of pure malice.

      “Yes, Dale, I’m going out on my own terms. And those terms involve taking you out with me, the asshole who ruined everything for me.”

      He dug his fingers hard into Dale’s arm, five points of sharp pain pushing into Dale’s muscle.

      Then he yanked violently.

      Dale stumbled forward, his stomach smashing into the barrier wall. Dale’s free hand had been on the guardrail atop the wall, and he removed it to go for his gun, in the holster behind his back.

      This just made the situation worse. Hendrix’s weight pulled him farther down, and Dale reached out to grab the handrail again. He caught himself, stopped the descent. He was bent halfway over the wall now, his waist hooking the guardrail.

      “I bet you never thought it would end like this, did you?” Hendrix said. “Falling off an overpass in Tennessee outside a damn bus station?”

      Hendrix laughed and gave Dale’s arm another solid tug. Dale went farther over the edge. His feet were no longer touching the ground. He was holding on solely with his free arm and the strength in his abdominals.

      “Join me, Dale. It’ll be fun! Come on, now!”

      Hendrix tugged again.

      Dale slid more. His weight teetered over the crest of the guardrail.

      He kicked desperately, trying to pull his weight to the other side.

      But it wouldn’t go.

      He slid over.

      A wave of panic swept over Dale’s flesh. A cold sweat. He and Hendrix began falling toward the traffic.

      And then they stopped.

      There was a jolt. A sudden halt. They weren’t falling. Something was latched onto Dale’s legs. He glanced back over his shoulder.

      It was Penny.

      She had her arms wrapped around Dale’s thighs. Her eyes were closed, grimacing, as she dug her feet into the concrete, fighting the combined weight of both men.

      Dale put his free hand against the wall, stabilized the swinging.

      Below, Hendrix yanked again.

      Dale and Penny stumbled forward.

      Another tug from Hendrix.

      Penny lost her footing. Dale slid out of her grasp until she squeezed tight again, securing him by the calves. Both she and Dale started going over the edge along with Hendrix. Penny’s feet shuffled on the sidewalk.

      Dale looked up at Penny, struggling, and back to Hendrix, then to the traffic zipping by on the highway below.

      The situation was critical.

      And critical situations called for drastic measures.

      He looked Hendrix right in the eye.

      “You always told me I needed to use my head,” Dale said.

      He swung his head down hard. Hendrix’s eyes went wide just before Dale’s forehead made contact with his.

      Crack!

      Hendrix’s face whipped back. His hand slipped. And he fell, limbs flailing, to the road below. He hit with a solid thud and some very sickly snapping noises. A pair of broken legs.

      There was a tiny bit of life left in him. Still. His head slowly looked back up toward Dale …

      And then a screeching semi truck smashed right into him.

      Absolutely splattering him.

      Dale turned away in disgust.

      Yikes.

      There was a tugging at Dale’s legs. Penny was pulling him back up. When his body cleared the guardrail, Dale’s ab muscles finally stopped straining. They screamed at him, and refused to contract again. He collapsed onto the sidewalk beside Penny just as she fell in next to him, both of their backs leaning against the wall.

      There was the sound of sirens in the distance.

      Penny, panting, turned to him. She shook her head.

      “You saved me,” Dale said.

      “I owed you one. You saved me first.”

      “Well, you know what they say—a penny saved is a penny earned.”

      Penny groaned. “Horrible pun. Doesn’t even fit the situation.”

      “It was charming, though.”

      Dale winked.

      “If you say so.”

      Penny released a long breath, clearly shaken by all her misadventures with Dale, the sort of things a person like her was never supposed to see. She scooted closer to him. He put his arm around her, and they sat there against the wall, silently, catching their breath as the sirens grew louder.
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      The following afternoon.

      Dale sat at a bench at the edge of a city park, facing Gay Street. The sun was bright, and the sky was blue. There was a calm demeanor to the traffic on the road as well as the foot traffic on the sidewalk. It reminded Dale of the mood that had been on Gay Street during his first night in town, when he’d sat in the cool nighttime air waiting on Penny to return.

      It was warmer now, the warmest it had been during Dale’s Tennessee assignment. About seventy degrees. The sun felt fantastic. Not too hot, just perfectly warm. He closed his eyes and turned his head to the sky, feeling the heat on his cheeks.

      A green Cadillac pulled up in front of him and stopped. There was a woman in the passenger seat, hunched over, concealed.

      Becker stepped out of the car and walked toward Dale. He limped badly.

      Dale stood and pointed to Becker’s ankle as he approached.

      “Battle wound, huh?”

      “No one ever said it was gonna be easy.” He looked at Dale for a moment, nodding his head slightly like people do before they say something deep. “Listen, Conley, Y-12 owes you a debt of gratitude. I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      Dale shrugged. “Pfft. Don’t sweat it.”

      “All assets were contained last night. And our investigation into Hendrix’s spies in the facility has already begun.” Becker paused. “I couldn’t have handled this without you. I want you to know that.” He looked left and right, searching the area around them. “Your friend isn’t here yet, I hope? We don’t want to interrupt.”

      “Not yet,” Dale said.

      Becker took a deep breath then pointed toward the Cadillac. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not.”

      Becker nodded and turned back to the car. He opened the passenger side door and leaned inside, speaking to the woman. After a moment she slowly stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      Joan Becker had dark hair, streaked with gray, frazzled and unkempt. Her complexion was extremely pale, and there were bluish bags under her eyes. She wore a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of jeans. She blinked rapidly against the daylight, threw her hand over her eyes.

      Becker kept his arm around her and led her toward Dale. She moved just as slow as Becker, even with his hobbled ankle.

      When she stopped in front of Dale, she squinted, looked up at him. After a moment, her mouth opened. She gasped, stared at him slack-jawed.

      Then she brought her free hand up, slowly, toward Dale’s face. She placed it on his cheek.

      “Bertie …”

      She rubbed her thumb over his skin and brought her other hand up to the opposite side of his face.

      “You look so much like my Bertie.”

      A tear fell down her cheek. And she smiled.

      She threw her arms around him, began to cry.

      Dale hugged her back and looked at Becker.

      He remembered his earlier thoughts on stoicism. Like Becker, Dale tried to wall off as much of his emotions as possible. What begins as an exercise in hiding one’s feelings — lest the outside world mercilessly taunt you, which it would — quickly changes to shutting down one’s tender side altogether. This had happened to Dale long ago. It was a de facto requirement for his line of work. But there were still moments like this that yanked violently at his heartstrings.

      He let his eyelids close, and he squeezed Joan tighter.

      When he opened his eyes again, he saw Penny approaching from the opposite end of the block. She wore a bright blue shirt dress with sleeves to her elbows, white buttons running down the center, a wide collar, and a little belt cinching it around her waist. There was a matching blue plastic bracelet on her wrist, an orange scarf around her neck, and a pair of wedge heels on her feet.

      Becker noticed Penny too. He put his hand on Joan’s shoulder.

      “Come on, Joan. Time for us to go.”

      Joan stepped away from Dale as Penny approached.

      Dale ushered Penny over.

      “Penny Whitworth, please meet Roy and Joan Becker.”

      Penny smiled her standard, radiant smile. “Hello.”

      “Pleasure,” Becker said and motioned his wife toward the Cadillac.

      Before she turned to the car, Joan took Dale’s hand, squeezed.

      “Thank you.”

      Dale bowed his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Becker helped Joan into the car and shut the door behind her. He then stepped up to Dale and shook his hand.

      “I appreciate everything, Conley.” He looked at Penny. “You kids have fun.”

      Becker went to the car.

      Dale turned to his date. “Hey-a.”

      “Hi, handsome.” She gave him a look, one of playful suspicion. “So, the front desk at the hotel rang me this morning. Said they had a package for me.”

      She stuck out a leg, rotated her foot, showing off her heel.

      “I couldn’t find the exact same shoes,” Dale said. “Those were pretty close.”

      Penny’s original pair that Dale had destroyed had been block heels, but these new shoes were wedge heels. They did have similar glossy white straps, though. They were the best Dale could do on short notice that morning.

      “I love them. Thank you.”

      Dale gestured to the sidewalk before them. “Shall we?”

      Penny smiled brighter, bounced once, then squeezed up beside him, taking his arm. She seemed truly, completely excited.

      Dale recognized then that this individual was just about the most resilient person he had ever encountered. When he first met her, it had been immediately apparent that Penny’s beaming smile was genuine, but it took time for him to realize that it was also incorruptible. Since Dale had breezed into her life two and a half days ago, she’d been put into some of the toughest situations one could possibly imagine. And still she smiled.

      The world needed more of that, smiling in the face of anything that life throws one’s way. Everyone could stand to be a bit more like Penny Whitworth.

      “What do you want to do?” she said, her voice bubbling with excitement. “There are so many options in this city. I’m already learning my way around. We could go down to the river, we could go to one of the museums …”

      She trailed off. She’d spotted something on the opposite side of Gay Street—a gelato shop. It was a small, cozy place. The walls were turquoise. Two little tables sat outside, and planters full of flowers lined the windows.

      “Oh! Gelato! Why don’t we just sit down and chat for a while. We never really got to know each other. I warn you, though, I’m a talker. Once I get going it’s blah, blah, blah. Is that okay? Do you mind if I talk your ear off for a while?”

      Dale was already leading her across the street. He smiled at her.

      “Not at all, Penny. Not at all.”
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      The woman stared at the projection, squinted her eyes as she gave things one more moment of consideration, then turned to the others and said, “Eliminate Dale Conley.”

      Nash Harbick had heard enough.

      “No!” he shouted.

      The woman took a couple steps away from the projector screen, toward the conference table, eyes on Nash. The projector’s bright light illuminated the edges of her gray-white hair—straight, parted, and shiny. She gave him a cold smile.

      “Oh, so Mr. Harbick does have some backbone.”

      Alberta Ventress had the look of a predatory bird—bright blue eyes over a slightly long, slightly curved nose. Her lips were tight and rather thin, naturally red, with small wrinkles pursed around the edges.

      They were in a hotel board room. The white curtains drawn over the windows were sheer, allowing the gloom beyond to creep in. The weather was so dark that it almost looked like nighttime—there was only enough daylight to prove that it wasn’t. Rain pattered the glass loudly, violently, and gusts of wind rattled the window frames.

      Nash sat at the end of a small conference table—made of dark wood, scratched and worn from decades of gentle use—which was centered in the room. Next to him, positioned at the table’s edge, was a small projector. Its fan hummed, breathing warm air onto Nash’s arm. From the transparency loaded on its glass surface, it blasted a short list of text onto the screen at the back wall:

      
        
        Dale Conley

        serial killers

        victim: Mira Lyndon

      

      

      Seated at the table along with Nash were three men in dress clothes and one in a park ranger uniform. In other chairs positioned against the walls were two small groups of people, sitting on opposite sides of the room. One was a trio of cold-looking men wearing tactical gear, and the other was a group of three Hot Springs police officers, in uniform—two men and one attractive young female.

      Nash desperately scanned their faces, hoping to find anyone else who thought that the command to execute Dale Conley was madness. His eyes landed on Special Agent in Charge Walter Taft, Dale’s boss at the Bureau of Esoteric Investigation, an older guy with reddish skin and reddish-gray hair wearing a tacky short-sleeve-and-tie combo. If anyone in the room besides Nash believed in Dale, it would be Taft.

      Nash leaned forward on the table, looking past Higgins, who sat between Nash and Taft.

      “Aren’t you going to do something?” he said to Taft, throwing up his hands.

      Taft waved it away. “Don’t worry, Harbick. I’m not going to let this lady kill one of my agents.”

      “Oh, you’re not, are you?” Ventress said, swinging her gaze past Nash to her new target. “Your agent is the reason we’re all in this mess, Taft.”

      “And you assembled us here fifteen minutes ago. It takes more than fifteen minutes to sign a man’s death warrant.”

      “Not when that man is a federal agent who’s gone nuts and kidnapped a witness. The case’s only witness. A woman who was recovering in a hospital from being attacked by a serial killer. The same serial killer your man was trying to track down. Conley has lost his damn mind. The girl’s in danger, and I stand by what I said.” She looked at the men in tactical gear. “If you find Conley and the girl together, you bring that son of a bitch down.”

      Nash wasn’t going to give up on this. He couldn’t.

      “When he abducted Mira Lyndon from the hospital,” Nash said, “Agent Conley told me he had a new lead in the investigation.”

      “Oh, yes. That’s right!” Ventress said, her words dripping with venomous sarcasm. “Conley purposefully left you behind when he kidnapped this woman and wouldn’t tell you why he was doing it. Yet, you’re the man who Conley handpicked as an expert consultant for the case.”

      “He told me there were good reasons for what he was doing.”

      “And you believe that?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      There was a cardboard box on the table to Ventress’ right, the kind used for file storage. She stepped over to it, grabbed a folder, and looked through the contents as she said, “Because you worked together in the past, on a case up around the Great Lakes. Is that correct?”

      “Yes. We were partnered together three years ago. When I was still an FBI agent.”

      Ventress put the folder down. “Do you trust everyone so easily, Mr. Harbick, or is it just Agent Conley’s notorious charm that got to you?”

      Taft slapped his hand on the table.

      “Knock it off, Ventress! Stop grilling the guy. You’re treating him like he’s on the stand.”

      She turned on him.

      “Suck me dry, Taft. I’m here to do a job, to clean up the mess you and Fulton created,” she said and stuck a finger toward the black man wearing an immaculate suit. “Conley’s run amok, and neither one of you idiots did your jobs and stopped him. So since I have to do what you two couldn’t, I’ll do so however I goddamn please.”

      She took a step closer to Taft, her heels tapping on the floor. Nash had observed how she floated about the room effortlessly, placing herself in the best positions. He was again reminded of a bird of prey, floating high in the sky, pinpointing its quarry.

      “And you know what?” Ventress continued. “That’s not a bad idea. A little trial.” She looked at Nash. “You’re gonna answer some questions, Harbick, starting with, why the hell are you sticking up for Dale Conley after what he did to you?”

      “Because if you don’t forgive someone, or at least move on, it’ll end up destroying you.”

      “You must be a pretty forgiving person then. And you must be pretty impressed with Dale Conley, yes?”

      Nash paused before responding. For just a second. But he wasn’t searching for an answer. It was a moment of remembrance. The answer had come to him immediately.

      “He was the best agent I ever worked with.”
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      Three years earlier.

      Nash was in the passenger side of a snarling sports car, clinging to the black leather seat for dear life. It was a De Tomaso Pantera, a mid-engine car with its V8 positioned right behind the cab. Nash could feel the engine’s power surging through the seat cushion, and the deafening sound roared all around him.

      He looked out over the pointed, sloping, orange-colored hood at the cityscape rushing by in a blur on either side of the street. Several blocks ahead of them was their prize, a Chevy Malibu, weaving through traffic.

      Driving was Dale Conley, another federal agent and Nash’s temporary partner for this assignment. The car belonged to him. He was in his thirties, toned physique, shaggy brown hair. He wore a T-shirt and jeans and a pair of mirrored sunglasses.

      And a shit-eating grin.

      Dale dropped the stick down another gear, and the Pantera’s engine bellowed behind Nash’s head. Both men’s heads snapped back into their headrests.

      Dale let out a howl of sheer delight.

      “Hahahaaaaaaa!!!”

      A flashing emergency light hung from the rearview mirror, and a siren blared. Of course, sirens weren’t standard equipment in Italian supercars; Dale had told Nash that he installed it himself. Dale had a love affair with the car that was definitely eccentric, perhaps a bit creepy, and bordering on the insane. He’d named it Arancia, after the Italian word for orange. When Nash had told him that arancia was the Italian word for the fruit, not the color, Dale had said he rejected name Arancione—the word for the color—because he thought Arancia “had more zing” and that the feminine A at the end of the word made better sense. After all, Dale had contended, vessels had always been given female names, and Arancia was his ship. He even talked about Arancia with the appropriate pronouns—she, her, and hers.

      Nash had known other men who referred to their cars and motorcycles as females, so that by itself didn’t convince him that Dale was idiosyncratic. But when Dale attended a thirty-minute seminar at the hotel in which they were staying—a brief session on the once-in-a-lifetime money-making opportunity of opening a septic service franchise—simply to get a chance at the cookie tray he’d spotted, Nash then knew…

      Dale Conley was an odd duck.

      Cars pulled over for them as they barreled down the crowded city street. They were closing on the Malibu, but it still had a good lead on them—about four blocks of separation. Further down the street was a crossroad lined with trees—the famous Lake Shore Drive—and beyond that was the endless expanse of Lake Michigan, deep blue, mirroring the sky above that was equally blue and filled with big, white clouds.

      It was a spring day, and Dale had the windows down. Comfortable air whooshed through the cab. Nash was beginning to smell the lake water.

      The Malibu’s brake lights came on for a moment, it slowed to a near stop, and then it turned right onto Lake Shore, disappearing from view

      “We’re gonna lose him,” Nash said.

      “No, we’re not.”

      As they flew toward the lake, Dale didn’t show any sign that he was going to slow down. In fact, he pushed down harder on the gas pedal, Arancia’s engine wailing.

      Nash looked at the lake. It was close enough now that he could see the crisp details of white light shimmering off the gentle waves. The lake smell was getting stronger.

      And still Dale hadn’t braked.

      “Dale…?”

      Nash looked over at him.

      Dale tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Didn’t touch the brake.

      Nash looked at the lake. Closer yet. People walking along the shoreline pointed toward Arancia.

      “Dale!”

      Dale narrowed his eyes, lowered his head.

      Smiled bigger.

      The lake was right in front of them.

      “Dale!!!”

      Right as they hit Lake Shore Drive, Dale yanked the steering wheel to the right. The whole car roared, the tires squealed, and they thrashed viciously around the corner. Nash slid on the leather seat, slapping at the roof, trying to hold on. Arancia’s rear end fishtailed, and the view in front of Nash shifted rapidly: lake, people, cars, lake, trees, cars…

      And just as the chaos reached its zenith, it came to a sudden stop.

      Dale had steadied her. They were now barreling down Lake Shore Drive. Lake Michigan was to their left, and the towering buildings of Chicago’s downtown lay before them. The Hancock Tower was directly ahead, its famed silhouette and X-brace facade looming high into the sky.

      Dale laughed again.

      “Ha HA! Yes! Yes! Yessssss!”

      He smacked the steering wheel appreciatively.

      With the long, relatively straight and uninterrupted road ahead of them, Nash lessened his grip on the seat slightly. He took a couple deep breaths—reacclimating his mind to the fact that he was indeed still alive—and muttered with frustration as he adjusted his position in the seat.

      “God damn, Dale. You sound like you’re having an orgasm.”

      “I’m not entirely certain that I’m not,” Dale said through his big grin. “Isn’t this the greatest? Best job in the whole damn world.”

      Ahead of them, the gap to the Malibu was closing. It was bright blue in color, driving erratically, and was sheltering only one person, the man they were after: Ike Gallo.

      The Malibu traced the curve of Lake Shore to the left, where Oak Street Beach appeared. A paved path followed Lake Shore and led to the beach. People—both on the path and at the beach—were turned, staring at the car chase.

      Nash saw Dale’s attention go to the path. An attractive woman in a bikini was climbing high up the fence, craning to look at the excitement. Dale gave her a smile and a little two-finger wave.

      Nash also saw what Dale had not, where the Malibu was going.

      “Dale! He’s exiting!”

      The Malibu zipped to the right, past a divider, plunging into the skyscrapers.

      Dale looked back to the road.

      “Oh, shit!”

      He yanked the steering wheel to the right. Arancia’s rear end fishtailed, tires twittering, and they swooshed over to the off-ramp, narrowly avoiding the cement divider.

      Nash shot him a look.

      “She was looking my way,” Dale said. “I swear.”

      “You have your damn siren on. Everyone’s looking our way.”

      They flew into the shadows of the tall buildings. Arancia’s siren wailed off the concrete-and-metal walls. They zoomed past the Hancock Tower.

      The Malibu was a couple blocks ahead. It weaved through the traffic. But the much faster Arancia was rapidly closing in. They were right on Gallo’s tail.

      “We got him now,” Dale said.

      “Yeah? And how are we gonna get him to stop?”

      They pushed out of the darkness of the buildings, into the bright sunshine for a moment where the city opened up for the Chicago River. Nash squinted, threw his hand over his eyes. They crossed a bridge over the river then slipped into the buildings’ shadows once more.

      Suddenly Dale hit the brakes and pulled the wheel. Arancia’s tires squealed, and the car drifted to the side, slowing nearly to a stop before Dale dropped the stick into second and hammered the gas, bolting them forward again.

      “What was it?” Nash said.

      Dale pointed to the rearview, not taking his eyes off the Malibu.

      Nash turned in his seat and looked out the rear window. Behind them, a squirrel scampered off the street and onto the safety of the sidewalk.

      Nash gave Dale another look.

      “You kiddin’ me, man?”

      Ahead, the Malibu took a left.

      “Dammit, Dale. You lost him.”

      Dale shook his head and let out a dramatic sigh. “Oh, ye of little faith.”

      He pulled Arancia to the left onto Monroe.

      “No! Next street up!” Nash shouted. “He turned on Jackson.”

      “Just wait,” Dale said.

      At the first road that crossed Monroe, Dale yanked Arancia to the right, and as soon as he did, he dropped the stick into a lower gear and floored the gas, barreling past the traffic. Again, both men’s heads flew back into their seats.

      Nash saw the street sign for the next cross street ahead of them: E JACKSON DR.

      Dale quickly checked for traffic coming across Jackson, and right as Arancia flew into the intersection, the Malibu zoomed in from the right.

      And braked.

      Hard.

      The Malibu’s tires let out a roar. Smoked billowed from the wheelwells, quickly forming a cloud. And the car shuddered to the side.

      For just a moment, the driver turned his head and looked right at them. Ike Gallo. A large man with working-class good looks. Light brown hair, fairly long. Sideburns. A gap between his front teeth, which were bared as he clung to his steering wheel, eyes wide, clearly wondering how the hell Dale and Nash had caught up with him.

      He swung the Malibu to the side, nearly losing control, and instead continued onto the road his car had ended up facing. Columbus Drive.

      And as Dale hammered the gas, Arancia was now right on the Malibu’s tail again.

      Dale grinned.

      “Told ya so,” he said.

      Trees lined the sidewalk on the opposite side of the road, but there was a short treeless stretch ahead of the Malibu, and Ike Gallo took the opportunity. The Malibu suddenly swung to the left, up a curb cut, and across the sidewalk. It headed into a park and toward a massive fountain.

      One of the largest fountains in the world, as a matter of fact.

      Buckingham Fountain.

      The bottom pool was nearly three hundred feet across, and it housed a series of basins, the largest one hundred feet across and the “smallest” twenty-four feet across.

      The thing was massive.

      From working in the region for several years, Nash knew that the fountain held twenty-minute water shows every hour on the hour, in which hundreds of thousands of gallons of water were propelled through nearly 200 jets. It was a famous city landmark, considered “Chicago’s front door,” and the water shows delighted visitors every day.

      And one of those shows was happening right now.

      A 150-foot jet of water shot straight into the sky from the center of the fountain, smaller streams surrounding it. The people who had been enjoying this spectacle screamed and scattered as the Malibu rushed up onto the well-maintained pathway that encircled the entire fountain. This pathway was incredibly wide, capable of holding hundreds of people.

      Dale pulled Arancia right up behind the Malibu. The earth was well packed and leveled to a perfectly flat surface, but Arancia’s power was overwhelming, the rear tires slipping in the top layer of fine, crushed stone. The Malibu began circling the fountain. Dale laid on the gas, the engine roaring as the tires continued to fight the surface. He twisted the steering wheel in the opposite direction, getting Arancia into a controlled drift. Crushed stone pinged against the underside of the car, and Nash could see Dale grimacing. He was always worried about paint scratches. A massive plume of dust started to follow them as they zipped around the fountain.

      Dale made short, jerky movements of the steering wheel, maintaining the drift. Ahead of them, Ike Gallo, on the other hand, wasn't drifting the Malibu but was rather trying to make a smooth path around the fountain, swerving erratically in his attempt. Which only meant that Dale could completely close the gap.

      He was right on the Malibu’s tail.

      There was nowhere for Gallo to go.

      Nash looked behind them. As the pedestrians continued to flee in all directions, Arancia’s tires were leaving big ruts in the previously smooth surface of the pathway—all that pretty, crushed stone that Nash had noted as being so well-maintained. They'd already circled the fountain three times, so Dale's marks were one continuous loop, lines crossing over themselves, like a gigantic doodle on a piece of paper.

      Talk about leaving an impression…

      When they were halfway through their fourth loop around the fountain, Gallo finally lost control. The Malibu began wobbling side to side. Dale swung Arancia over just as the Malibu went barreling to the right, smashing through a bench and into a lamppost.

      The car’s hood crumpled with a loud bang. The windshield shattered. Steam billowed out.

      Dale yanked hard on Arancia’s hand brake, and they came to a sudden stop. Nash flew forward in his seat, the seatbelt digging into his chest.

      The driver’s side of the Malibu opened with a metallic screech, and Gallo stumbled out. He looked back at them and bolted away from his destroyed car.

      Dale threw open his door.

      "Come on!” he said. “And lock your door!”

      They jumped out of Arancia and into the thundering noise and misty air of the water show. They sprinted after Ike Gallo.
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      “You chased this guy all through downtown Chicago,” Ventress said, “endangering God knows how many people—but saving a squirrel, of course—and when you finally took chase on foot, Conley wanted to make sure you locked his damn car?”

      “He loves that car,” Nash said. “He’s ... quirky.”

      Ventress grumbled. She approached the projector.

      As she drew nearer, Nash could feel the power of her presence. She had a cold strength about her that was both immediately apparent and undeniable. And in a room this size—only about twenty by twenty-five feet—her personality consumed the entire space.

      It was a board room in the historic Arlington Hotel. Ventress had quickly secured it for the briefing, assembling everyone there less than half an hour prior. She had told the group that she wanted a neutral location, so she wasn’t going to use a space in an NPS or HSPD facility. There could be conflicting accounts of the events, she had said, and she wasn’t going to give anyone an advantage.

      And so they found themselves in this small, lavish room. The carpeting was plush and patterned, and the space was alight from an electric chandelier hanging over the table and electric sconces on the walls. There was boxed-out wainscoting trim and corbels framing the entrance and the recessed area where the projector screen hung. Crown molding with a reverse-scalloped pattern lined the tops of the walls. Ornate headers rested above the windows and would have looked lovely on a normal, sunny day, but with the dark gray, muted light oozing in through the sheer curtains and the rain thrashing the glass, the headers’ patterns looked macabre, almost grotesque.

      “You seem to really admire Conley,” Ventress said to Nash as she removed the transparency from the projector. “The same man who cost you your job as an FBI agent.”

      She laid down a different sheet onto the projectors’ glass. A new image showed on the screen.

      Nash snorted a reactionary laugh. He put a fist to his mouth, trying to cover it. Gave a little cough. Regained his composure.

      Ventress scowled. “Do you find something amusing, Mr. Harbick?”

      “Well ... yes,” he said and pointed at the screen. “Just look at him.”

      A larger-than-life, head-and-shoulders image of Dale looked out into the room. There was a goofy expression on his face—one eyebrow arched, the other furled, his tongue poking against the inside of his cheek, bulging it out.

      Ventress, her arms crossed again, stared at the image.

      “Oh, yes. The great Agent Conley of the Bureau of Esoteric Investigation.” She turned around and looked at Taft. “His official Bureau photo?”

      Taft put his face in his hand and looked away from the photo. He didn’t respond, only nodded.

      “And this is the guy you referred to as your ‘top man,’” Ventress said. “Unbelievable. What kind of rinky-dink, bullshit operation are you running, Taft?”

      “A covert one. With seven eclectic geniuses in various fields. Dealing with things you couldn’t imagine.”

      “Yes, that’s what I was told yesterday evening when I was introduced to your group, one so secretive that even a person like me knows nothing about it. That is, until someone like me has to come in and clean up your mess.”

      Nash noticed that across the room in the chairs by the wall, two of the local cops were chatting as they looked at Dale’s image—one of the men and the attractive blonde female. They both grinned. Nash glanced at the blonde’s shiny metal name tag. It read, HENSLEY. The male whispered something into Hensley’s ear. She giggled and smacked the other cop playfully, flirtatiously. Her eyes lingered on the man.

      This little exchange affected Nash.

      He could imagine Hensley in the shadows. A sensuous, perhaps nude image. Her hair no longer pulled up into a professional tail but rather cascading over her smooth shoulders. She arched her neck back. And gasped. Fingers came toward her outstretched neck, a man’s hand...

      Ventress’ voice brought him back to the present.

      “As I understand it, this buffoon,” she said, gesturing to Dale’s image, “is an expert in history with additional specialization in puzzles. Fancies himself a bit of a ladies man. He’s a methodical, almost neurotic, crime-solver and prides himself on his tenacity.”

      “That about sums him up, yes,” Taft said.

      Ventress shook her head as she looked at the image, let out a little disgusted sigh. “Jesus … what a pretty boy-lookin’ blockhead.”

      Taft gave a small, fond chuckle. “That’s what I call him.”

      Ventress turned on him. “You call him a blockhead?”

      “I call him ‘pretty boy.’”

      Ventress stepped to the table and grabbed another one of her folders, looked inside. “Oh, I almost forgot one important thing,” she said. “Conley consistently goes rogue, ignoring the BEI’s mandates that don’t suit him, doing what he feels is necessary to get the job done.”

      “Yes, he does,” Taft said with zero inflection.

      Nash was impressed with how cool Taft was remaining, how impassive.

      Ventress shrugged. “And why shouldn’t he? After all, your agency isn’t held accountable to anyone. If the entire BEI is above the law, Conley knows the only person who can reprimand him is you, and he further knows that you won’t reprimand him, rather you’ll just turn the other cheek with the belief that Conley always gets the job done, even if he breaks a few rules.”

      Taft didn’t reply. It was clear that he knew she was right.

      Ventress shook her head again.

      “I’ve never seen such a bunch of back-slapping, good ol’ boy, men’s club bullshit in my entire life.”

      Nash knew that there were two female BEI agents, so Ventress’ “men’s club” assertion was blatantly wrong. He could have called her on it, but he could already tell that Ventress was a force to be reckoned with, a person with whom one must choose one’s battles. He decided to pass on this battle. He remained quiet.

      “And I got news for ya, Taft,” Ventress continued. “Your golden boy has lost his mind and kidnapped an injured witness from a hospital. If that woman dies, the blood is on your hands.” She pointed at Fulton again. “Yours too, Mr. Fancy Pants.”

      Fulton started to speak.

      “Shut up,” Ventress said. She turned to Nash. “Conley wouldn’t let you go into the hospital with him, wouldn’t tell you why he was going back in. So I’ll assume you were caught off guard when he came back outside with the girl.”

      “More than caught off guard,” Nash said. “I was stunned.”

      “And what did Conley say to you?”
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        * * *

      

      Nash stood outside the entrance to Newman Regional Hospital.

      In the middle of the pouring rain.

      The water coursing over his flesh was cold, almost shockingly so, but his mouth hung open not from physical shock but from a deep, hurtful sense of rejection caused by the man standing a few feet in front of him, facing him. Dale. The dry shelter beneath the porte cochere was only a few feet behind them, but Nash had chased after Dale, stomping out into the rain, shouting at him until he got him to stop, turn around, and speak to him. In Dale’s hand was a plastic bag with NEWMAN REGIONAL HOSPITAL PHARMACY printed on the side, and standing next to him, also getting drenched by the cold rain, was Mira Lyndon.

      She was thirty-ish, extremely petite, beautiful. Sexy. Dark brown hair. Brown eyes behind rain-speckled glasses. A gray sweatshirt. Tight, flared jeans. There were white bandages coming out from the neck of her shirt, adhesive bandages on her right ear, and contusions and abrasions all over her visible flesh. Dale’s leather jacket was draped over her shoulders. Every couple seconds she shuddered in the cold.

      “I thought we were in this together,” Nash said. “Dale, tell me what’s going on.”

      Dale shook his head. Rain ran off his wet hair, over his cheeks.

      “No, Nash. You’re done here.”

      “But…”

      Dale sighed. “Get out of here. But don’t go back to Memphis. They’re going to be looking for you. Hide out somewhere. I’ll find you when all this passes.”

      “I started this with you,” Nash said. “And I’m seeing it through.”

      Frustration swept over Nash. Dale had treated him so condescendingly, so paternally during this investigation, and now he was trying to completely shut him out.

      Nash wasn’t going to let that happen.

      He took a step closer.

      “No,” Dale said and took out his revolver. He pointed it at Nash’s chest. “Go away, Nash.”
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        * * *

      

      Ventress tsked.

      “He pointed a gun at you.”

      She turned to Taft.

      “That’s your top man, Taft.”

      Taft stared back at her, coldly.

      Ventress stepped away from the table, approached one of the windows, and pulled back the sheer curtain, looked out to the dark murk beyond. Nash could see the sheets of rain tossing about in the wind, moving like waves.

      Without turning back around, Ventress said, “Do you think Conley’s hurting that girl right now, Mr. Harbick?”

      “No,” Nash said. “Whatever Dale’s done, he’s done it with good reason. You might think that you’re getting a read on Dale’s character right now. But you’ve not met him. If you did, you’d see the most sincere and dedicated agent you’ve ever encountered. His actions here in Hot Springs might seem erratic, but wherever he is right now, whatever he’s doing, I’m certain that he has the situation completely under control.”
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      A hundred feet away. Just outside the hotel.

      The sheets of rain pelted Dale Conley as he moved quickly along a wide, elaborately decorated walkway. Benches lined the sides. Decorative fencing. Well-trimmed bushes. This was Hot Spring’s Grand Promenade. While the place would normally be flooded with people enjoying the picturesque landscaping and scenic views, Dale was completely alone. No one else was out in the nasty weather.

      Dale kept his eyes cast down, watching for puddles. As if it mattered. He was completely drenched, head to toe. Dale hated the feeling of wet clothes, and it seemed as though he’d been soaked for the entirety of the last two days. The wet bricks passing beneath his motorcycle boots were laid out in decorative patterns with an X-figure across the center at regular intervals. This shape reminded Dale of the X-brace facade of Chicago’s Hancock Tower, the coincidence of which made Dale shake his head, even in his current predicament—because the last time he’d seen the Hancock Tower was during his ill-fated assignment with Nash Harbick…

      The man he’d brought with him here to Hot Springs.

      The man he’d abandoned yesterday afternoon.

      The man he’d aimed his gun at.

      Dale walked at a brisk, purposeful pace. Not running, though. Just walking quickly. Running would draw even more attention to the only person crossing through the park in the pouring rain. And attention was exactly what Dale didn’t need. His hands were in his pockets, and he kept his head low. Rain streamed off the bill of the trucker cap he was wearing, which he’d pulled low, concealing as much of his face as possible.

      Dale had been in many tight spots, and he had bent more than a few rules as a federal agent. On a couple occasions, he’d even found himself a temporary fugitive, like he was now. But he’d never done anything like this. Dale wasn't one to dwell on things, but at the moment, his mind couldn't help but think of all the negative ramifications that might come from all of this if things didn't turn out the way he hoped. And if he—

      His train of thought was suddenly cut off.

      Someone jumped out into the path in front of him, fifty feet away. The cop. Officer Brennan. Black, young, thin, and tall. Scraggly mustache. There was a bright slash of green paint splattered diagonally across his dark uniform. The same paint covered his face, and there were smear marks around his eyes where he’d wiped it away. Rain streamed off him, little tendrils of green washing down his body.

      His expression was pissed. His teeth were bared and clenched. He drew his revolver.

      “Freeze!”

      Dale’s eyes went wide, and he stopped in his tracks. He put his hands in the air.

      Brennan slowly, cautiously approached.

      Dale maintained eye contact.

      And just as Brennan reached for his handcuffs...

      ...Dale sprang into action, grabbing the barrel of the gun and pulling it to the side while simultaneously lunging toward Brennan, landing his shoulder into the cop’s chest.

      The gun went off.

      Crack!

      A small, wet explosion in the earth next to them, mud flying out in a big, brown fan.

      Brennan laid a punch under Dale’s jaw, staggering him. Dale felt an arm grab him. It hooked around his neck, and Brennan positioned himself behind Dale.

      Dale reached for his Model 36, in the holster tucked into the back of his jeans. Couldn’t get it. Brennan’s torso blocked him. Dale threw an elbow back, catching Brennan in the ribs.

      Brennan doubled over, and in this brief moment of opportunity, Dale shoved him hard toward the metal guardrail running alongside the path. Brennan’s head struck the railing with a loud, metallic DING, and he collapsed onto the brickwork.

      Dale bent over and took the man’s gun and handcuffs. He stood back up, flinging the wet hair out of his face.

      Shaken, Brennan looked up at him.

      “I hate to do this,” Dale said.

      He snapped a handcuff to Brennan’s wrist and then secured the other side to the handrail. He took a step back.

      Brennan, his head wobbling on his neck, glared up at Dale.

      “You son of a bitch.”

      Dale popped the cylinder on Brennan’s gun, ejected the rounds into his hand, and tossed them into the trees.

      He handed the gun back to Brennan and gave him a small nod.

      “Sorry to leave you in the rain, pal.”

      Earlier Dale had avoided running, not wanting to draw attention.

      But with a beaten-up, handcuffed cop sitting at his feet, he couldn’t worry about that anymore.

      He sprinted away, splashing through the large puddles gathered on the brick path.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Dale plodded through the muddy, wet forest. He was off the trail, and he shielded his face as he pushed sopping branches out of the way. He hadn’t seen the entrance yet, and he was starting to get concerned. He had only made this trip once before, yesterday, and that was with assistance. He didn't know these trees.

      He pushed another branch aside and then looked up and saw it. In the rock face halfway up the hill before him was a dark hole with a bit of light peeking out from within. The mouth of the cave.

      Dale breathed a small sigh of relief. Finally, out of the rain. But there was also a sense of dread. Although this place was his bit of safety for the moment—both from the weather and from the forces he now knew were pursuing him—it also reminded him of the dark set of circumstances that had led him there. And in the cave was the person he was protecting, Mira, so the place also reminded Dale of the terrible things that had happened to her. The worst things that human beings can do to one another.

      He paused for just a moment in the rain, looking at the cave.

      And then he climbed toward it.
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        * * *

      

      Dale stepped into the dry, dusty space, which was about twenty feet squared and had a ceiling just tall enough that he didn’t have to duck. Immediately he felt a bit warmer, a bit less soaked. He took off the trucker cap, tossed it to the side.

      A flashlight in the corner put out a scant amount of light. Next to it were Mira’s bottles of medication and a large bucket of water with two tin cups sitting to the side. In the other corner was a queen-size mattress, filthy and worn with a few blankets and a pair of pillows. And standing beside the mattress was Mira Lyndon.

      She stepped over to him.

      “Oh my goodness,” she said. “What happened to you? What’s all this green paint?”

      He looked down at his leather jacket, which now had streaks of the paint that had been on Brennan.

      “Let’s just say I had a colorful run-in with the law.”

      She pointed at his face. “You didn’t have a goatee when you left.”

      While he was in town, Dale had stopped for some impromptu grooming, something to help hide his identity.

      He gave her a smile. It was a weak smile, not his usual gregariousness. It was the best he could do at the moment.

      “Enough about my fashion choices.” He pointed to the mattress. “Why aren’t you resting?

      “Too anxious.”

      “You need to take it easy and recover for a while.” He paused. “Because tonight we’re leaving Hot Springs.”
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      Ventress stared down at Nash from her standing position. And Nash hated himself for feeling so damn inferior.

      There was a time—only three years ago—when nothing would have made him feel lesser. He’d been an FBI agent. He worked in a large city, Detroit. He had money and a title and a degree.

      And respect.

      But respect was something of which he now had none. No one respected the sad-looking man who worked a midnight shift on a shithole side of town, selling fuel to the occasional 3 AM customer, but primarily cleaning and stocking to prepare the gas station for those with the more prestigious daytime and evening shifts. Even they were above Nash now.

      Nash scuttled through existence like a cockroach. Beneath feet, hiding under tables, eating what was dropped and forgotten.

      He had gone from the heights of life to the absolute depths. The only thing worse would be if he slipped into drugs, which he promised himself he never would, no matter how bad things got. But he had certainly dipped into alcohol, and it had taken a toll. Adding to his weight, his expenses, and degrading his health.

      It's funny what something like a job or money or power or titles can do to a man. All intangible concepts, all man-made ideas. But they can change one's total perspective.

      When Nash had agreed to go along with Conley on this assignment, he had cleaned himself up as best he could. He shaved, and he’d been able to find a couple polo shirts among the filth in his camper, though he knew they would look tattered and faded and disgusting compared to the dress clothes worn by the people he was sure to encounter over the course of the investigation with Dale. So before he even got into the passenger side of Arancia and headed toward Arkansas, he was already feeling small.

      And that was before he met Ventress. Before all her questions. He could never have predicted he would be put on the stand at an impromptu trial. If he'd felt small before, he felt microscopic now.

      She just kept coming at him with the questions.

      Again and again…

      “So Conley is ‘sincere and dedicated,’” Ventress said in that contemptuous, hostile tone of hers. “Coming from someone like yourself, that’s a really strong testimonial, let me tell ya.” She laughed cruelly. “Someone who got kicked out of the FBI for being batshit crazy. You and Conley must have become really close during your assignment together up north.”

      Nash didn't appreciate how derisively she spoke about his experience with Dale. No matter how things had turned out, the truth was Dale had done a lot for Nash. So while Nash’s connection with Dale was certainly a love-hate one—with plenty of checks in the hate column—he didn't want someone like Ventress dissecting it.

      But sitting there, with her looking down at him, his internal resistance dissipated, and all he said was, “We were friends, yes.”

      She snickered.

      “How sweet. And then he ratted you out, told the Bureau what he found out about your sick fantasies.”

      “He did.”

      This was the moment that Nash had been dreading. The moment he knew was going to come eventually. His pulse quickened.

      Ventress walked away and picked up the folder she’d retrieved earlier, flipped through some papers inside.

      “Let me get this straight. You have fantasies about hurting and killing women.”

      Nash could feel every eye in the room turn to him. It'd been a long time since he had discussed any of this. With anyone. He’d never talked about it in front of a group. Or against his will. Or illegally, which is what this “trial” was.

      “Yes,” he said plainly. Simple truth, he reasoned, was his best shield against this attack.

      The room became more quiet, and Nash could hear people turning in their seats, the squeaking of chairs. Turning of necks. They all wanted to see the freak. The monster.

      Ventress flipped some more pages.

      “You imagine yourself strangling and cutting them.”

      “Yes, I do,” he said.

      Hensley gasped. Someone cleared their throat. Rain tapped hard against the window.

      “You get off on the idea of bringing women pain, causing their deaths.”

      Nash didn’t respond.

      “Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      He heard more of the little noises he was expecting from the others. Not quite shudders but the sounds of people who had never heard something quite so revolting in their whole lives.

      “Disgusting,” Ventress said. “And yet somehow you made it past the psychological screening for the FBI.”

      “They’re just fantasies. I know how to control them.”

      Back when he was an agent, back when he was somebody, when he was a man, Nash had always felt that being defensive was the weakest thing a person could do. And yet now, all he knew to do, the only thing he could do, was defend himself. Against the whole damn room.

      Ventress was showing them who he was.

      Ventress was painting a picture of the monster.

      “You know ‘how to control them,’” she repeated. “You also know how to display yourself as a decent, normal human being. How to hide your true self, getting so far as becoming an FBI agent. That’s quite impressive, Harbick. I have to hand it to you. You fooled ’em all. Until you met Dale Conley, that is.”

      She looked at him, wanting him to respond.

      He just stared back at her.

      “And how have you kept yourself busy since you left the FBI?”

      “I stock shelves and mop floors. At a gas station.”

      Ventress scoffed again. “How glamorous.”

      “It’s a little hard to use your college degree when your resume says you were kicked out of the FBI after twelve years of service.”

      “Without telling them you’re screwed up in the head. Blech. You make my skin crawl. Sicko.”

      More noise from the room. Increased shuffling in the seats. Papers and briefcases being adjusted. Small coughs. The discomfort level was rising. People had seen what Ventress was trying to show them—that Nash was indeed the monster.

      “As I said, they’re just fantasies. I’ve never hurt a soul.”

      “Fantasies. About hurting women,” she said and stared at him for a moment. “I’m a woman. Do you feel like hurting me?”

      Yes.

      “No.”

      She narrowed her eyes, twisted her cruel mouth into a bit of a smirk. “Do you want to watch the last breaths flutter out of my mouth, Harbick?”

      Absolutely.

      “Of course not.”

      Ventress in the darkness. She was a mean old thing, ruthless and nasty, but she wasn’t without her appeal. Her figure was surprisingly trim and shapely for a woman her age. Perhaps unnoticed by some. By many, even. But Nash had noticed. In that skirted business suit. That he tore off her. Screaming. Stepping behind her. A foot to the back, shoving her to the ground. Hands beneath her jaw. Yanking back hard.

      Ventress crossed in front of the window. There was a gust of wind outside. A wave of rain slapped the glass. She looked Nash over, giving him an undeniable non-verbal message: You make me sick.

      Then she spoke again.

      “So you’re up in Memphis,” she said, “minding your business, living the gas station life, when suddenly Conley comes to visit. What was it like, after all those years, seeing the man who ruined your world?”

      “It was ... unexpected.”
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      Two days earlier, Nash had been sleeping soundly—just before it all started.

      It was late in the morning, about eleven o’clock, and Nash awoke with a jolt in the over-the-cab bunk in his pickup camper. He was unshaven, wearing a tank top, eyes bloodshot.

      There was an incessant tapping coming from the square of glass on the camper’s door. It was piercingly loud—or at least it sounded that way to Nash’s hangover.

      He climbed down from the bunk, groggy, and stumbled through the filthy camper, dodging empty cans and strewn clothes.

      He went to the door, where there was the towel he kept draped over the small window. He put his finger on the towel, inched it back a tad.

      And when he saw the person outside—standing on the metal steps, right on the other side of the door—he felt his mouth open, followed by a flush to his cheeks.

      Next to the doorframe, resting against the wall, were a pair of tall, thin items: a double-barreled shotgun and a Louisville Slugger. For a moment, Nash considered the shotgun. But he grabbed the baseball bat instead.

      He swung the thin door open.

      Standing in the bright sunshine was Dale Conley.

      Smiling.

      The jackass was actually smiling.

      He wore a light green, V-neck T-shirt and a pair of jeans. Sunglasses. His orange De Tomaso Pantera was parked several feet back, toward the front of Nash’s rented property, under the shade of the oak tree.

      Dale smiled larger, all big and toothy. “Miss me?”

      Nash stormed through the door and squinted in the sunshine. It was a hot day. And muggy. Nash had been avoiding the sun in the shade of his camper, but he hadn’t been able to escape the humidity. Not with his half-functioning window-unit air conditioner.

      The highway rumbled nearby. The cicadas were deafening. Godforsaken dogs barked in the distance. And from the trailer park were the screams of children, shrieking domestic disputes.

      Nash clenched the bat midway up the shaft and approached Dale menacingly, holding it high in the air.

      Dale eyeballed the bat and stepped away, down the steps, and onto the dusty ground. The smile largely, but not entirely, disappeared from his lips.

      Nash followed.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t bash your head in!”

      Dale’s eyes flicked to the bat again.

      “I’ll give you two.” He held up a finger. “One, you wouldn’t want to mess up a mug this handsome, would ya?” He extended a second finger. “Two, the last time I checked, murder is still illegal in the United States. Killing a federal agent is especially bad.”

      Nash stared at him, a low growl rumbling out of his throat.

      He wanted to. So badly.

      The feeling was there.

      The fantasy.

      Though it wasn’t the same. This wasn’t a woman.

      But there were personal reasons. Oh-so delicious personal reasons.

      The bat swinging. A scream from Dale before the crack of his skull. Him collapsing to the ground. Swinging and swinging. Crimson splashes. Warm droplets. Until there was no more of that smirking, smartass face.

      Different thoughts then, more rational ones. Memories. About everything this man had done for him, to him. The terrible things…

      But also the good.

      After a moment of staring at Dale, Nash realized his nostrils were flaring. He could feel them sucking in big breaths.

      He lowered the bat. Stared at Dale for a moment longer. Then threw the bat down. It clattered on the dusty ground.

      He crossed his arms.

      Dale still had that stupid smile on his face, but Nash could also see some relief in his eyes. He’d put the fear in Dale for a moment. With the bat. He felt rather good about that.

      Nash wondered what differences Dale could perceive. It had been three years since they’d seen each other. Nash’s life had been nothing like his current one. Clearly Dale couldn't help but see the camper, the parched earth with scraggly patches of grass, the trailer park surrounding them, peeking through the gaps in the trees.

      But Nash wondered if Dale also saw the differences in Nash himself. In his current existence, Nash shaved only when he had to. Which was rarely. It wasn't required for his job, after all. His skin was blotchy, frequently infected, and home to more acne than he’d had as a teenager. Beer and frozen pizza will do that to a man. He’d also gained twenty pounds, and when Dale had known him, Nash didn't have the hint of a second chin that he now had.

      Nash felt pathetic.

      Years ago, there had been something about Dale that made Nash feel like a better man—a man who could quite possibly be a decent person after all. Pridefully, Nash had never told Dale, but the guy had been a bit of a role model to him.

      Once the series of events began, though, Dale’s shining image had made Nash feel weak. Small. Like the monster he'd been told he was. And that was before Nash had gained all the weight. Before the second chin. Before the greasy skin and hair.

      He crossed his arms and barked out a question, trying to maintain some level of power, dignity.

      “What the hell do you want, Dale?”

      “I need your help. I’m on my way down to Arkansas. I’ve got a case where—”

      He was here to ask for help??

      Nash snapped.

      “You son of a bitch!”

      He threw a swing at Dale, who ducked the punch. Another swing, which Dale also dodged. Dale wasn’t fighting back, and he was easily avoiding Nash’s attack.

      The third swing from Nash was unavoidable, and it caught Dale in the side, bending him over.

      This angered Dale. His eyes grew dark.

      And now he fought back.

      He took a swing at Nash, slugging him across the jaw. There was a jolt of pain. Nash stumbled back toward the truck/camper combo.

      Dale punched a second time, landing a blow to Nash’s stomach, pushing him farther back. Nash felt sick. There were several beers inside him. The blow threw him back again, and he smacked into the camper with a loud crack.

      Dale lunged at him, but Nash sidestepped and used Dale’s misbalanced forward momentum against him, swinging his arm around Dale’s neck and throwing a leg in front of him.

      They fell in a tangle to the bare earth, tossing up a cloud of dust. Hands and arms grabbed at each other, years of built-up tension working its way out. They struggled, contorting and twisting, the dust cloud growing large around them.

      Dale got behind him, placing a forearm in front of his neck. He yanked back.

      Nash coughed.

      “Yield!” Dale shouted.

      No response.

      Dale yanked harder.

      “Yield!”

      Nash waved a hand in the air. “All right, all right!”

      Dale climbed off him, panting. They both crawled to the side of the camper, put their backs against it.

      “I told you to leave me alone,” Nash said, gasping for breath. “And you just show up at my doorstep years later ... asking for help? I can’t believe you. What help could you possibly want from me, Dale?”

      Dale wiped sweat from his forehead.

      “Hot Springs, Arkansas. Copycat killer. Two women have been chopped up already. Our guy is imitating serial killers from history who were never identified. My liaison for the case is from the Park Service ISB, Special Agent Greg Fulton. And I want to bring you on as a consultant.”

      Nash stared forward, not looking at Dale.

      “Because I dream about doing the sort of shit your killer is actually doing,” Nash said. “Is that it? You want to get inside his head by getting inside mine?”

      “That’s right. I know you never really wanted to hurt anyone, that you wanted to do just the opposite—you wanted to help people. Now’s your chance to do that again.”

      “I got things to do. I have to work.”

      “At?”

      Nash turned his head farther away from Dale, not looking at him.

      “A gas station.”

      “My agency can help you out when this is over. Get you a better job, a fresh start. You know this. We could have set you up in the first place. If you’d only taken my offer, you wouldn’t be living like this.”

      “You’ll forgive me for not accepting a damn thing from you.”

      Dale didn’t respond for a moment. They sat there with the sounds of cicadas and dogs and highway noise.

      Finally, Dale said, “What do you say, Nash? Will you help me?”
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      Alberta Ventress couldn't believe the absolute cavalcade of bullshit that she'd heard in an hour.

      She kept running the time through her mind.

      One.

      Hour.

      She'd only been there for sixty minutes, and she’d already heard so much stupidity she felt like her head was going to pop. Ventress had always had faith in the system, but the fact that this strange group—this BEI—could operate without her knowledge for so long and with such incompetent members—if Conley was any indication—put serious doubt in her brain about ... well, everything. The federal law enforcement community on the whole.

      She tried to comfort herself, to remind herself that her viewpoints were necessarily slanted. Her job required her to iron out the wrinkles that other investigations had created. As such, she was forced to see other professionals and other agencies at their worst. Or at least not at their best.

      But after hearing the stories about Dale Conley—both how he conducted his operations with Nash Harbick in Chicago and his disappearance in Hot Springs—she couldn't give any leniency to this mysterious Bureau of Esoteric Investigation. The agency was obviously a mismanaged shithole, one that would just continue to get shittier. Because there was no oversight. Walter Taft was clearly not a man in charge, after all. And given that Taft felt like Conley was the best the BEI had to offer, Ventress shuddered to think what the other BEI agents must be like.

      But as she looked at the other people in the board room, she wondered if this serial killer investigation wouldn't still be a shit storm even if Conley hadn’t kidnapped the girl, even if Conley wasn’t involved at all. Because she'd never seen such a bunch of impotent and asinine men assembled in one room.

      In addition to Taft, there was, of course, Harbick. The psycho freak. The monster. A sad-looking, reddish-haired, blue-eyed shell of a man. He had a bit of a gut, a bit of a second chin, and a huge loser attitude.

      But there were the other imbeciles too. There was Greg Fulton, the unpunctual ISB agent. Mr. Cool with his expensive suit, cleanly-shaven head, and neat mustache. And that smug, self-righteously confident face.

      Sitting next to Fulton was Detective Bill Sadler of the Hot Springs Police Department, the man in charge of the local investigation. The guy had a black eye. That alone should say something. Aside from the shiner, Sadler sounded like a hillbilly—with his thick, Southern accent—and he looked like a hillbilly as well. A small hillbilly. Before he sat down, Ventress had noted that he couldn't have been more than five-foot-seven. Thin lips. Curly, blond hair. He looked like he should be behind the wheel of a big-rig, going on three hours sleep, cursing the thought of returning home to his wife. Gotta get that shipment of frozen peas to Omaha by 2 AM. Boy howdy!

      Gross.

      On the other side of the table, sitting between Taft and Harbick, was Merle Higgins of the NPS, head of the law enforcement rangers for Hot Springs National Park. He was an older guy who had proudly proclaimed that he was three months away from retirement, and it was clear that he didn't give a shit. Which was probably a good thing because the guy was so absentminded, Ventress wondered as to his competence.

      Sitting in the chairs against the wall behind Sadler were three uniformed HSPD officers, representatives of the department. There were two muscly, jock type men, and, sitting between them, a pretty little blonde thing with a name tag that said HENSLEY. Just exactly the type of woman that Ventress hated seeing in law enforcement. Cute and girly. Flirtatious.

      A twit.

      Aside from Ventress herself, the only light of reason in the room were her guys, sitting against the opposite wall. All three wearing their SWAT gear, ready to go at a moment’s notice. Prepared to take down Conley. Square-jawed. Cold and precise. Tools of destruction used for a job.

      Ventress couldn't deny that Harbick had, to a small degree, shown there to be some potential in Dale Conley. The man did seem idealistic, she would admit to that. But the fact that he may have been idealistic yesterday meant nothing now. Because he’d since snapped. And taken the girl.

      So while part of Ventress wanted to be proven wrong—didn't want to believe that someone could take advantage of a person so wounded, so vulnerable—in her heart of hearts, Ventress felt that Conley had lost the handle.

      And she wanted to bring his ass down.

      But Ventress was a fair woman, so she would hear out the evidence.

      She looked at Harbick.

      “So you agreed to Conley’s proposition,” she said, “and you came down here to Hot Springs where it was to be Conley and Fulton investigating and you as the consultant into the serial killer’s deranged mind.”

      “That was the idea, yes.”

      “But it didn’t turn out that way because Fulton wasn’t here.” She turned to face the man in question. “Isn’t that right?”

      Fulton opened his mouth, and the beginning of a word came out before Ventress cut him off.

      “Rhetorical question,” she said.

      She walked along the side of the conference table, behind Fulton and Bill Sadler. Rain hissed against the windows. She locked eyes with Harbick as she continued to slowly walk away from him.

      “You and Conley got down here, and a park ranger took Fulton’s place.”

      “Ranger Plunkett, yes.”

      Ventress doubled back, heading in his direction again, never taking her eyes off him. “Then the adventure began. An insane person, a doofusy, rule-bending secret agent, and a park ranger who works in a resort town. And the three of you were going to catch a serial killer. What a comedy of errors. What a crock of shit.”

      She stopped pacing. Her eyes scanned over the people sitting at the table and along the walls.

      “I’ll tell ya, Harbick, the picture you’ve painted of Dale Conley has done nothing to persuade me. I think the man’s lost it. The roguish agent with a penchant for the ladies has had one too many dark assignments and finally snapped, taking the most vulnerable woman imaginable hostage. But Taft’s right. I need to hear the full story before I sign his life away.”

      She looked at the clock on the wall. It was a few minutes after 2.

      “I could give you a full work day to prove Conley’s case. But I’m not. It’s already 2. I’m not dragging this into a second day. He’s got a hostage, and we’ve got a serial killer running loose as well. You’ve got until 5, Harbick. Start from the beginning. Tell me exactly what happened here. Three hours. That’s all you get to convince me not to have one of my guys put a bullet between Conley’s eyes.”

      She gave him a long stare.

      “So ... what happened when you got to Hot Springs?”
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      The sun was bright, the surroundings were picturesque, and Nash was somewhere he’d never visited before. Oh, and he was getting a stipend, as much money as he would have made in four months at the gas station for what would likely end up being no more than a week or two of work—work that required him to do nothing more than offer his so-called expert opinion.

      On the surface, it would seem like a pretty damn good scenario.

      But as Nash walked with Dale down the sidewalk lining the beautiful and world-famous Bathhouse Row in Hot Springs, Arkansas, two notions clouded what could be a perfect moment. First, the tranquility was about to be spoiled by the real purpose for this visit to the resort town—he and Dale were heading to their first meeting, their introduction to the investigation they were about to embark upon—crime scene descriptions of two grisly murders.

      Nash wasn’t certain how he would respond. He wanted to be appalled. He wanted to feel the same instant revulsion that a normal person would. But he was brought here for the very reason that he wasn’t a normal person, that he might not be disgusted by what he saw. He might actually like it.

      Nash didn’t want to like it. But he knew that he might.

      The second thing spoiling the moment was the man walking next to him. Dale. Nash had been trying for three years to form a new life, and during those three years, he had also tried to forget Dale Conley.

      But here he was. Back in Nash’s life.

      And he wouldn’t shut the hell up.

      Dale had already explained to Nash that Bathhouse Row was a line of Victorian Era spas stretching down Central Avenue, utilizing the natural hot spring waters of the town. He’d gone on to describe the dates of some of the buildings, specifics on how the land was the first protected by the National Park Service…

      And on and on…

      And while this was all at least marginally interesting, Nash would much rather simply enjoy the view. The line of buildings to their left was a long row of beautiful, ornate bathhouses. Each spa had its own unique flair, yet together they formed a cohesive aesthetic. They were stately and detailed and looked very Victorian. The landscaping, too, was exquisite. Everything was picturesque and immaculate.

      The sidewalk was full of tourists. People loitered at the spas’ front porches, some of them in large, fluffy robes. On the other side of the street were shops, restaurants, tourist shops.

      He looked up, through the glossy leaves of the magnolia trees lining Central. The sky was a cheerful blue with fluffy, white clouds. There were some gray clouds too, and they looked like they were closing in. But for now, all was bright and beautiful.

      And though Nash had given Dale several disinterested Hmms, the guy was still rambling on with his history lesson.

      “Isn’t it just amazing? It’s my first time here too. This side of Central Avenue—all of Bathhouse Row—is NPS property. We’re in Hot Springs National Park right now. If we were to cross the road,” he said, pointing, “to the businesses on the other side, we’d be on private property. The city was named for its natural hot and cold springs, which were first discovered by the Indians. Its supposed to have amazing therapeutic qualities, which is why the spas were created. Part of the whole turn-of-the-century healthy living thing. Can’t you just imagine people in Victorian or Edwardian clothes coming and going here, laughing, getting their relaxation before returning to New York or wherever? Women in corsets, fluffy dresses. Men in waistcoats and shiny shoes tipping their hats to them. Fantastic.”

      Dale had stars in his eyes.

      Nash looked at him, dumbfounded.

      “We’re investigating a pair of gruesome murders, you know?”

      Dale glanced over at him.

      “Not yet we’re not. Right now we’re strolling down world-famous Bathhouse Row. Gotta live in the moment.”

      He looked back to his left at the latest grand spa they were passing by.

      “Hot Springs has some seedy history too. Later on down the line, after the days of bodices and top hats. Then there were speakeasies and illegal gambling. You had mobsters here, people like Al Capone and Lucky Luciano. Imagine Capone going into one of these places and soaking in the hot water for an hour or two. Wild!”

      Nash pointed ahead of them. “This should be it.”

      They approached the corner and turned.

      There was a sign that read: Hot Springs National Park, National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior.

      As they headed toward the steps leading to the building’s entrance, they saw a group of people standing beside a metal fountain with multiple spigots. The people were filling up jugs of different sizes—water cooler jugs, milk jugs, small water bottles.

      “The spring water?” Nash said.

      Dale nodded. “That’s right. There are fountains like that all over town from the different springs where people can come and fill up containers.”

      “How are they ever going to get enough to fill up a bathtub?”

      “The water’s not just good for soaking in. They’re getting it to drink. It’s very healthy. And quite tasty, as I understand. Once it cools, of course.”

      They took the steps and headed toward the building. In front of them was a different type of fountain, an ornamental one. It was a half-sphere rising out of an octagonal basin, water draining over the sides. Coming out of the top of the sphere was a small metal feature from which several small jets of water shot a couple inches into the air, arching back down into the pool beneath. The fountain was covered with minerals and a bright green growth of some sort.

      Nash studied it.

      “So that water really is hot, huh?” he said.

      “Touch it and find out.”

      Nash stuck his finger in and quickly pulled it out.

      “Yeah, I’d say it’s hot.”

      Dale grinned. “There are others around that are even hotter. You definitely don’t want to stick your fingers in those.”

      Dale’s eyes moved past Nash.

      “Nash, do you know anyone in town?”

      Nash was looking at his finger in amazement while he dried it with his shirt.

      “Just you.”

      “Thought so,” Dale said, staring past him. “Which is why I’m concerned about that person hiding in the trees over there and watching us with binoculars.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      As Nash turned around to look at where Dale had indicated, Dale stepped around him, getting a bit closer to the gawker. He leaned his head down and looked over the top of his sunglasses, narrowed his eyes.

      Someone wearing baggy, dark clothes—with a hood cinched up around their face—sat in the shadows of some trees beyond a decorative retaining wall, near another fountain, about a hundred feet away. This stranger was watching them with binoculars, sunlight glinting off the lenses.

      Nash disregarded it.

      “Just another tourist. Sightseeing. Come on,” he said, and Dale heard him start toward the building.

      Dale didn’t move, though. He kept his eyes on the stranger.

      “A tourist hiding in the bushes?” he said.

      Dale reached his hand high above his head and gave a big, arching wave to the guy.

      The stranger’s binoculars lowered. The pair of reflections off the lenses disappeared. He was completely hidden in the shadows now, a dark silhouette.

      Nash stepped up from behind. “Dale, it’s nothing. We—”

      “Come on,” Dale said. “Let’s go say hello.”

      He started toward the stranger. After a half moment, he heard a groan from behind him and then footsteps following.

      “And so it begins,” Nash said. “Another assignment with Dale Conley.”

      “Good afternoon!” Dale shouted amicably to the person in the shadows. “Nice day for people-watching, isn’t it?”

      The stranger stood up, climbed out from beneath the tree, and dashed away, going up a decorative brick path.

      Dale didn’t hesitate. He just bolted right after the stranger. Nash followed.

      “Hey!” Dale said. “Just wanna talk!”

      In the bright sunlight, Dale could now clearly see the stranger. He was a diminutive man—both very short and very thin—which made his fashion sense even more peculiar. Because while Dale had noted the clothing as looking baggy when the person was still hidden in the shadows, now that he could see the guy clearly, he saw that the clothing was so oversized that it almost looked comical, clownish. Both his navy blue sweatshirt and dark tan work pants—the cargo pant style with pockets on the thighs—looked at least two sizes too big. The stranger’s feet were in big, clompy work boots, and with the guy’s slightly awkward, cumbersome stride, it seemed like they too were too large. Even the black leather gloves on his hands looked oversized. It was as though the stranger had stolen someone else’s entire outfit. Maybe he had.

      The wide walkway that the stranger was sprinting on ascended a ridge that ran behind the spas of Bathhouse Row. The walkway was wide and inlaid with ornamental brick. The area surrounding it was a well-maintained park with stately trees, decorative bushes, and lush, green lawns. Spaced along the walkway were comfortable benches and clearings with scenic views of the city. This was the Grand Promenade.

      The Promenade was full of tourists—taking pictures, strolling hand-in-hand, walking dogs—and the stranger’s disruption brought lots of shouts and finger-pointing as he pushed his way through, sprinting between the people.

      Dale and Nash ran up three sets of steep steps, bringing them level with the top of the Promenade, and Dale was surprised to see that the stranger had gotten a big lead on them. He was way up ahead on the walkway. A damn fast runner. Lithe and light on his feet. Clearly, Dale had underestimated the stranger, and he pushed on at full speed, yelling at the tourists in front of him.

      “Coming through! Make way!”

      Ahead, Dale saw that the stranger had taken a ramp off the main brick pathway. The cement-paved footpath descended to the back side of one of the bathhouses. The stranger disappeared from sight.

      Dale and Nash reached this ramp and ran down at full speed, tourists plastering themselves to the side to get out of their way. Ahead, the stranger rounded the corner.

      A couple moments later, Dale and Nash had also made it down the ramp and turned the corner. There was a gap between the bathhouse and the adjacent one—a pathway that led out to Central Avenue. This could have been the perfect escape route for the stranger … if the area between the two buildings hadn’t been filled with a loitering crowd of tourists.

      Dale and Nash slowed to a walk and began squeezing their way through the people. It was a small city market, about eight booths or so. Dale spotted the stranger, ahead, worming his way through the thick crowd, moving toward Central Avenue, but finding his path blocked by a group of people surrounding a street performer.

      The stranger looked back at them. It was the first time they’d gotten a good look at him. And now they could see that the stranger had his hood cinched up tight around his face—almost comically so—all the way up to his nose. Beneath the hood, the stranger wore a big pair of aviator sunglasses, concealing the rest of his face, only tiny bits of skin showing.

      The stranger took another look at the blocked path in front of him, and then darted toward the building, disappearing around the front corner.

      As Dale and Nash took off toward the front of the building, there was a loud crash of glass. Tourists screamed.

      They rounded the corner to find one of the building’s large front windows busted. Dale used his elbow to knock out some of the jagged glass remaining in the window frame.

      He stole a glance back at Nash, giving him a quick look that said, Are you up for this?

      Nash nodded.

      As Dale turned back around and stuck his boot through the mangled window, there was a quick flash of light, a blur of movement, and he yanked his head back just in time to miss it. A foot-long piece of the broken glass came flying at him from inside the bathhouse, and the stranger—arm extended downward from the throw—turned and dashed into a hallway.

      The glass sailed between Dale and Nash and went right toward a group of tourists, narrowly missing them. It shattered on the cement, shards exploding in all directions. People screamed, ran.

      Now things had changed. There was no doubt anymore. The mysterious stranger hiding his face behind a cinched-sweatshirt had less-than-noble intentions.

      And he’d attacked.

      Dale quickly drew his Smith & Wesson Model 36—a small, snub-nosed revolver—and looked at Nash, nodding toward the gun, indicating that he was armed and Nash was not.

      “Stay back,” he said.

      Nash shook his head no.

      Dale didn’t have time to argue. He hopped over the broken glass and crossed into the building. Nash followed.

      Inside, the bathhouse was dusty and neglected. It must have been shut down for a long time. They were in what would have been the lobby area, covered in tiny tile, white and black, arranged into a decorative pattern. The walls were marble and matched the color of the tiles—white with black streaks.

      Dale came to a stop and held up a hand, signifying for Nash to do the same. He listened. Echoey footsteps. In the distance. Coming from above.

      They took off, going through a doorway past the reception area. Dale jumped over a collapsed, broken cabinet, and saw a stairwell to his right. He dashed up the marble steps, which were slippery smooth and scalloped in the center from decades of use.

      On the second floor, Dale rounded the corner. More debris. More dust. Gun at the ready, he moved past doors with health equipment from a forgotten time—porcelain tubs and metal pipes and vents and odd apparatuses. All of it very Victorian-looking. God knew what it was all for.

      He looked back. He’d lost Nash.

      Footsteps ahead. Closer now.

      There was a doorway with a sign above that said MEN’S. He dashed across the hall, through the doorway …

      And found an endless expanse of doors.

      It was a massive changing room, which was divided further into a giant collection of smaller rooms—veneered wooden walls that went three-quarters of the way to the ceiling, small doors every few feet. They must have been changing rooms and perhaps personal relaxation spaces during the spa’s time of operation. But no matter what their original purpose was, one thing was clear: aside from the occasional door hanging from its hinges, all of the dozens of doors were closed.

      A hundred or so small, closed rooms.

      Any one of which the stranger could be hiding in.

      Well, now… Dale thought.

      He inched his way into the room, tightening his grip on the Model 36. His boots crunched on the debris strewn on the tile floor—the same small tiles that had been in the lobby, arranged in a different pattern.

      He approached the first door, stuck his free hand on it…

      And swung it open, sweeping his gun over the tiny room beyond.

      Clear.

      He looked out over the expanse of short, wooden walls before him.

      That’s one down, he thought. And a shitload more to go.

      Hand on the second door. Pushed it open. Swept the gun. Clear.

      Third door. Open. Clear.

      Fourth. Clear.

      A sense of defeat filled him. While he was clearing these dozens of rooms, the stranger was most likely long gone, having tip-toed out, laughing under his breath at Dale.

      It was with these thoughts that Dale put his hand on the fifth door and pushed.

      Only to have it swing back at him.

      It struck Dale head-on, and he stumbled back.

      There was a rush of movement, and the tiny man hopped out of the changing room, swinging his clasped hands like a club. They caught Dale across the jaw, spinning him around and sending him into the wall.

      He hit hard and fell to the tile.

      He shook his head, clearing his vision, and quickly looked up to the opposite side of the room, bringing the Model 36 up at the same time.

      There was just a glimpse of the stranger as he disappeared around the corner.

      “Dammit!” Dale said, scrambling to his feet.

      He bolted across the room, all the tiny, wooden doors flying past him in a blur. He rounded the corner and saw the figure at the end of the hall. He leveled the Model 36 at him.

      And then quickly lowered it.

      It was Nash, not the stranger.

      Nash was panting and shaking his head with a disappointed look on his face.

      “Look,” he said, pointing to an open window.

      Dale bounded over and came to a quick stop. His boots squeaked on the tile. He looked out the window.

      Directly below was the roof of a utility shed, which would have been the stranger’s means of escape. Farther past that, the stranger was halfway across a grassy zone of the Promenade, almost to the brick walkway. He stopped and looked back to the bathhouse. His face, such as it was—the sunglasses and tiny bit of exposed skin—looked right at them. He raised a gloved hand, fluttered his fingers, and turned back around.

      He slipped into the crowd and disappeared.
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      Merle Higgins had his hands behind his back as he looked out the window. Dale could see red and blue police lights through the glass, from the squad cars parked on the street beyond. Higgins was in his green park ranger uniform, and when he turned back around, Dale saw that Higgins’ face had the same grouchy expression that it had since Dale met him five minutes ago.

      But Dale had quickly realized that Higgins’ grouchy look wasn’t aimed at Dale personally. Like Dale’s boss, SAC Walter Taft, Higgins was just a grumpy old fart. But unlike Taft, whose grouchiness was explosive and triggerable, Higgins had the more subdued variety. The I-only-have-X-number-of-months-until-I-retire variety. Indeed, in those five minutes Dale had known him, Higgins had told him that he was three months away from retirement.

      He’d mentioned this twice already.

      Dale and Nash were seated across from a desk in the main space of the Hot Springs National Park administration building, the building they had been about to enter when they had taken off after the small man who'd been spying on them. This was not the headquarters for law enforcement rangers, like Higgins—rather it was the headquarters for the park on the whole—but it had become the central hub for the federal side of the serial killer investigation. As such, the office space around them was filled with a mix of people in standard civilian clothes, interpretive park ranger uniforms, and law enforcement park ranger uniforms.

      Higgins stepped away from the window. Sighing. He had white hair, thinning with old age, dark eyebrows, and a big round nose. He was a large man. Not huge, just kind of round. He looked a bit like a cartoon walrus.

      “So you’re supposed to be some kind of history expert, eh?”

      His slow, grumbly voice was rather walrus-like as well.

      Dale was leaning back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head. "That's what they tell me.”

      Higgins sighed again, lumbered closer to the desk, and opened a drawer. He took out two file folders and dropped them in front of Dale.

      "Maybe you can make sense of this, then. Find some sort of damn connection. As best we can tell, the first victim is meant to emulate the Cleveland Torso Murderer.”

      Dale drew the folders closer and opened the top one. Nash leaned closer and looked, and Higgins plodded around the desk and stepped behind them.

      As soon as Dale opened the folder, he was greeted with an image of a torso.

      Dale exhaled and looked away. “Holy shit…”

      “Mmm hmm,” Higgins said, standing behind him.

      Dale looked at Nash before turning back to the folder. Nash had his eyes right on the image. There was no expression in his face. Dale wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      From the moment Dale had considered bringing Nash on the case, he’d had his reservations. Surely there would be no one better to help him look into the mind of a serial killer than someone who was a serial killer in every way except the actual killing part. Yet Dale also considered that bringing Nash on might have been a reckless move on his part. He knew Nash would never actually hurt anyone, so that wasn't a concern. His concern was that exposing Nash to the realities of his dreams might send the guy spiraling further into the darkness of his fantasies.

      Nash had enough problems. Dale didn't want to make them worse.

      Dale also wondered, had he brought Nash onto the case for his own reasons? Was he doing this truly because he thought Nash could help, or was he doing this so that he could bury a hatchet, get closure to a dark chapter in his life? He couldn’t be sure at the moment, and it was something to ponder.

      But as Dale watched Nash blankly stare at the gruesome image, he reminded himself that whatever help he could get in stopping another senseless slaying like this was a good thing.

      Dale looked back to the photo. A woman’s torso. Decapitated and legless. Wearing a T-shirt and underwear. Lying in a pool of blood.

      “Her name was Paula Willet,” Higgins said. “She worked in one of the spas. General labor—cleaning, office work, that sort of thing. Killed at the spa, in the basement with all the pumps. So, that’s federal property, a federal crime. She lived in a trailer park north of town. Had troubles with drugs.”

      “Drugs, huh?” Dale said. “ Maybe her dealer?”

      “HSPD tells us that not too many methamphetamine dealers leave notes behind when they knock somebody off.” He pointed a finger toward the folder. "Keep flipping.”

      Dale flipped through some more gruesome images of Paula Willet’s torso, and came to an image of crude handwriting written with brushstrokes.

      
        
          [image: EVEN ELIOT NESS CAN’T CATCH ME]
        

      

      That was written on the wall of her trailer’s kitchen. In the girl’s blood.

      “Eliot Ness…” Dale said. “He’s been dead for almost twenty years.”

      “And how does he connect to someone who chopped up Willet?” Higgins said.

      “Well, Hot Springs had speakeasies and strong connections with gangsters like Al Capone and Lucky Luciano during prohibition. And since Eliot Ness is most famous for being the incorruptible law man fighting Capone with his Untouchables, that might seem like the obvious connection. But I think there's something more subtle.” He flipped back to the images of the body, leaned in close, squinting. “These marks on the skin … chemical burns?"

      Higgins nodded, his tired, old eyes opening a bit wider. “Well, yes, but how the hell did you figure that out from one photo?”

      “Not only did The Cleveland Torso Murderer cut people apart, just like this,” Dale said, pointing to one of the images of Paula Willett’s torso. “But the killer put a chemical treatment on some of the victims skin.”

      "My god," Higgins said, shaking his head.

      Nash leaned in closer, looking at the images. Then he glanced up at Higgins. “And the Elliot Ness bit of the message is how you knew this was related to the Torso Murderer?”

      “That’s right,” Higgins said. “But don’t ask me how. One of my guys figured out the connection.”

      Dale filled in the details for Higgins. “When the murders happened, Eliot Ness was the director of public safety for Cleveland, which put him in authority of the police department. And since the victims were low-income individuals, Ness burned down the shantytown where the killer was finding them.”

      Dale opened the second folder. There were no photos on top, just papers. “No images of the second victim?”

      “Well…”  Higgins started and scratched his chin nervously. “She was just found this morning, about 5 AM. That’s why it was such late notice when we reached out to you. The second victim, Jenna Mancini, would’ve died some time late last night, but no one found her till this morning. The body was on the back side of the businesses on the private half of Central Avenue. Behind the Italian restaurant where she worked. When our photographer got there … he just couldn’t do it. He left. Said he’d be back later.”

      Dale pulled out the first folder again. "The same guy who took these photos?”

      Higgins nodded.

      “It was worse than this?”

      Higgins nodded again. “He eventually came back. Got the pictures. They're still developing. But … I think it would be better for you to go take a look for yourself anyway.”

      “Fair enough," Dale said. "But here's the problem. The BEI’s a consulting agency, and protocol requires me to have a federal liaison to begin a case. Last I heard, the ISB agent, Greg Fulton, isn't here yet.”

      Higgins shook his head. "He's not.”

      “Hmm…” Dale said and looked around the room. He was anxious to get started on the assignment, and there was no indication of when Fulton would arrive. He looked around the room. “A ranger could be my liaison for the time being. Mind if I take one of them off your hands until Fulton arrives?”

      Higgins hesitated in that same grumpy-old-near-retirement sort of way. “Well, I don’t see why not. Of course, I’ll have to find a volunteer. Which might be a chore. And then there’s the paperwork, which I’ll—”

      Dale hopped up on the nearby desk. He stuck a pair of fingers between his lips and whistled.

      Loudly.

      Everyone going about their work stopped what they were doing, stared in disbelief at the stranger standing on one of the desks.

      “Excuse me,” Dale shouted. “The name’s Dale Conley. I’m with the DOJ. I’m sure you’re all aware of the serial killer in town, and I’m sure you all want to catch him just as badly as I do. I’m looking for one law enforcement ranger who’s willing to join me right now to help find the bastard.”

      A tall ranger in the back waved.

      “Well, I sure would like to lend a helping hand.”

      Dale gave him a finger pistol.

      “Done.”

      He hopped off the desk.

      The man approached. He was about six-foot-two and had a loping gait, a bit clumsy. He smiled broadly. To his side was a boy of about five, clenching his hand.

      “Ernie Plunkett,” the man said, offering his free hand.

      Dale shook it.

      “Dale Conley. And this is my expert consultant, Nash Harbick.”

      Plunkett looked down at the boy and smiled bigger.

      "And this is Ricky,” Plunkett said. He had a northern accent. Minnesota or Wisconsin, perhaps. “Say hi to Agent Conley and Mr. Harbick, Ricky.”

      Ricky gave a small wave then hid behind his father's leg, peeking out with one eye.

      Plunkett had large ears, receding hair, and a big, wide smile, which, coupled with the overall friendliness and slight homeliness, made him look rather like a gregarious toad.

      “I was going to have the next couple days off. I’m sure Connie—that’s my wife— will be disappointed, but she won’t mind since I’ll be helping to catch the killer. Everybody in town is just worried sick, don’t ya know?” He turned to Higgins. “Is this okay, boss?”

      Higgins shrugged and turned, walked away.

      “Whatever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      After Ventress let out another disgusted groan, Nash wondered how the woman was going to get through the rest of this little trial she had set up. If Nash was going to tell the full story of what had happened in Hot Springs that led to Dale abducting Mira Lyndon, there were plenty more details to be shared.

      And Ventress already looked like she was going to explode.

      Every time Nash mentioned one of Dale‘s actions there was a scoff or a sigh or a toss of the hand or a rubbing of the temples. And with each of these reactions, her tension seemed to ratchet up a little bit more.

      She was annoying Nash. Her attitude was both icy cold and boiling hot at the same time, and it was very evident that she felt like she was above everyone else in the room.

      Nash really wanted to see her in pain.

      “So that’s how Ranger Plunkett got mixed up in all this?” she said. “With Conley making up his own rules on the spot. Jumping on a desk, for Christ’s sake. After, I might add, chasing someone through the Grand Promenade, creating panic in a tourist town already on the edge due to a roaming serial killer. The person you and Conley chased down was probably just another tourist himself. Idiots.”

      Nash chuckled. “I don’t think most Hot Springs tourists keep their binoculars trained on the front entrance to the NPS office. Or try to impale strangers with a huge shard of broken glass.”

      He responded with some attitude this time. Earlier, he’d hated himself for shrinking beneath Ventress’ authority so much, and as her questioning continued, he realized that her supremacy was just as much feigned as it was real. And he wanted her to know that he’d caught on to her.

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Harbick,” she spat and turned to Fulton. “Of course, Conley would never have had a reason to bring Plunkett on board if you’d shown up on time. Care to explain yourself?”

      Fulton sat taller and straightened his tie. “Thanks for finally giving me a chance to speak.”

      Ventress scowled at him.

      “I got here as fast as I could. Had to finish up in Bozeman,” Fulton said. His voice was deep and silky smooth, the perfect complement to his tailored suit and immaculate grooming. “I was only a day behind Conley anyway—if the guy could have just waited on me. As I’m sure you know, the ISB resources can get stretched thin at times.”

      “Excuses sound best to the numbnuts who’s giving them, Fulton,” Ventress said. “And because of your ineptitude, Conley pulled Plunkett into the case.” She whipped around to Taft. She was evidently through with Fulton already. “I thought your agents always have to be paired with another federal agent.”

      “That’s true,” Taft said. “But sometimes other federal law enforcement officers who technically aren’t special agents fill the void.”

      “Have any of your team ever worked with a park ranger before?” Ventress said.

      “Not during my tenure, no.”

      “And have any of your agents ever picked their own liaison before?”

      “This would be a first,” Taft said.

      “Unbelievable. You know, Taft, I think you’re just as culpable as anyone else here. If you hadn’t stroked Conley’s massive ego for so many years, letting him run around like a spoiled child, then he might not have flipped his lid and kidnapped the Lyndon girl.”

      Taft leaned forward, putting one hand on the table and pointing at Ventress with the other. “You don’t know shit. None of us do. And like Harbick, I trust Conley’s judgement.”

      “Of course you do,” Ventress said and rolled her eyes. She approached Nash again. “So you, Conley, and Plunkett formed your ill-fated team. What was the first course of action?”

      “We went to see a body.”
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      Dale walked with Nash, and Plunkett on the Bathhouse Row side of Central Avenue, the same sidewalk where he and Nash had been a couple hours earlier. And though it was still a lovely atmosphere, Dale didn’t feel quite as elated and wide-eyed as he had the first time.

      Once someone tries to impale you with a massive piece of broken glass, it kinda sours you on a place.

      The weather, too, had soured. The temperature remained comfortable, but those gray clouds that Dale had noticed earlier had completely overtaken the sky. All trace of blue was now gone. Still, there were plenty of tourists out and about, and, likewise, Plunkett’s smile was also at odds with the gloom. He was waving his hand grandly left and right, and he’d been giving Dale and Nash an introduction to the city, repeating much of the information Dale had relayed to Nash earlier. Nash was probably bored out of his mind.

      Plunkett had the ideal demeanor for this sort of thing—contagious enthusiasm and that big, lovable, toad-like smile—so much so that Dale began to wonder why Plunkett had chosen to become a law enforcement ranger. His temperament seemed more suited to an interpretive ranger. He would make a perfect one.

      “…so while that side of the street is private property,” Plunkett was saying. “We’re on federal land right now. Even though the functioning spas are privately run, they belong to the government, leased out.”

      “You lived here all your life, Ranger Plunkett?” Dale said.

      “Oh, no. Not from here originally. I’m from Brainerd, Minnesota. I’ve been here a while, though. Fifteen years. And it’s Ernie. But don’t call me Ernie either. My friends call me Ern. You can call me Ern.”

      Dale laughed. “Sure thing, Ern.”

      “First names okay?”

      “Of course. That’s my preference too. I’m Dale.”

      Ern turned to Nash.

      “Nash.”

      Ern smiled.

      They approached the spa in which Dale and Nash had chased the stranger. A couple law enforcement rangers were by the broken window, which was already covered with a sheet of plastic. One of the rangers was interviewing a woman, while the other inspected the window.

      “That’s the Fordyce where you two had your little misadventure,” Ern said, looking at it as they walked by. “Beautiful, isn’t it? It had been the most elaborate and most expensive of the bathhouses. And then it ended up being the first one to shut down. Isn’t that always the way? Darn shame. Closed in 1962. I’ve heard rumors that we—the NPS, that is—are thinking about turning it into the visitor center. Wouldn’t that be something?”

      He looked away from the Fordyce and to the other side of the street. He pointed to the left, once again in a very tour guide manner.

      “Time to head to private property,” he said. “Time to see Jenna Mancini.”
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        * * *

      

      After they had crossed over to the commercial side of the road, they continued on to the back end of the row of pretty boutiques and pastry shops and jewelry stores that lined Central Avenue and faced Bathhouse Row. There was a street back there—Exchange Street—so while it wasn’t a true alley, it had all the trappings: brick walls, steel utility boxes, barred windows, metal service doors, dumpsters and trash cans. On the opposite side of Exchange was a stone retaining wall and a hill with houses perched on top.

      They went to the back side of an Italian restaurant called Allesandro’s, where they met with their contact, an HSPD detective. Crime scene tape squared off the area, blocking Exchange Street. The body was on the ground, covered by a blanket. A bloody knife was a couple feet away, and next to it was a yellow plastic evidence marker with the number 1 on it.

      Detective Bill Sadler had smiled at the group when they approached, but it was clear that he was beginning to tire of the situation he’d found himself in and, perhaps, all the other agencies involved with a crime scene that would have been his alone under normal circumstances.

      He was very short—about five-foot-seven—and his skin was tan in a natural, non-suntan-oil sort of way. He must have been somewhere between thirty-five and forty, but he had one of those faces that looked older than it was—overly lean and a bit sunken. He had waves of dark blonde hair and bright blue eyes that Dale imagined were quite friendly on a normal, serial-killer-less day. His suit pants were dark brown corduroy, flared, and his tie was yellow, and all of it was cheap and wrinkled.

      The group stood by the back wall of the restaurant, which was painted white. The paint was thick after years of reapplications. A message was painted in blood, which looked bold against the white paint. The letters were two-inches tall.
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      “The Axeman of New Orleans,” Dale said.

      “Come again?” Sadler said. He had a Southern accent.

      “Serial killer. Late 1910s. New Orleans. Six proven victims. After he’d gained a reputation and the city was in a state of fear, he published a note like this in the newspapers,” Dale said and pointed to the message on the wall. “He gave a date and time when he would kill again, but he said he’d spare anyone who was at a place where a jazz band was playing. As you can imagine, the whole city was alive with jazz that night. And no one was murdered.” He pointed at the message again. “Hence, Too bad she wasn’t playing jazz.”

      Dale turned and glanced toward the body. The blanket rustled gently in the breeze. He looked from Nash to Ern and then to Sadler.

      “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

      Sadler took a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and put them on as he stepped toward the body. He knelt down, placed a hand on the blanket—and paused. He looked up at them with a sad little shake of his head.

      “Brace yourself.”

      He pulled the blanket back.

      Dale recoiled.

      Plunkett stepped away.

      And Nash just looked on.

      Dale’s hand was on his mouth, and after he’d taken a couple breaths, he turned back around to find Nash still staring at the body. He was looking at it in the same way he’d looked at the photos of the first victim back at the NPS office.

      A blank stare. No apparent reaction.

      Dale turned his eyes away from Nash. But he didn’t look back down to the body. He looked up. Into the gray sky.

      He was stalling.

      Finally, he took another breath, held it for a moment, and looked to the ground.

      The body was splayed about five feet away from the back door to the restaurant. The neck was cut completely through, all the way to the vertebra, and above this, there was a mangled mass of tissue and blood where the face had been. Concave. As though she’d been bashed in. From this destroyed area, spread out in all directions, was shiny, curly black hair.

      The hair was long. It would have gone halfway down her back. It was bright and lustrous in a way that comes only from careful attention—expensive shampoos, the right hairsprays. Jenna Mancini’s hair surely had been one of her favorite features. At a minimum, she’d taken good care of it. Those small fingers—spread on the rough cement, nails painted red—had worked conditioner or mousse or something into that hair. Spreading it from root to tip. Recently. Perhaps within the last twenty-four hours. There was a small ring on one of those fingers, the right pinky finger, and Dale wondered what it had meant to her. Sentiment or just fashion? Had it been a gift, or did she buy it herself? Did she get it in town at one of the many—

      He brought his train of thought to a screeching halt.

      It had been a while since Dale had worked a gruesome case like this, and one of the rules that he’d set up for himself—one of the standards he used to get through something like this—was to disassociate himself with the reality of a body, the person who been in the form. It was hard for Dale to shut that part of himself down, but in a situation like this, he had to turn off his compassion to do compassionate work. It was a willful and purposeful paradox.

      He glanced over at Nash again. Nash was still looking down at the body with that blank expression. Which bothered Dale. It was disturbing. Yet it wasn't the lack of expression that concerned Dale so much as the fact that the stare was uninterrupted.

      He wasn’t even blinking.

      Sadler had stood back up. He sighed, shaking his head again, as he looked down at the body. “It looks like our guy smashed her face in after he cut her throat.”

      “Just like the Axeman of New Orleans,” Dale said. “The first two victims—a couple—were treated this way. Both throats slashed, the wife nearly decapitated. Both heads were bashed in, possibly trying to conceal the cause of death.”

      “You keep saying our guy was imitating the Axe-man of New Orleans. That’s no axe,” Sadler said and pointed to the bloody knife on the ground a couple feet away.

      “No, it’s not,” Dale said. “But I’m guessing it’s one of the knives from the restaurant’s kitchen.”

      Sadler took a step closer to Dale, gave him a confused look. “That’s right. How do you know that?”

      “The Axeman of New Orleans used implements that belonged to the victims themselves. Usually an axe. On the first victims who were treated like this,” Dale said, pointing down, “he used a straight razor.”

      Sadler gave him a slow, impressed nod.

      Dale nodded back and stepped over to the rear door of the restaurant. He looked at the hinges.

      Nash approached. “What do you got?”

      Dale didn’t turn to respond, just kept looking at the hinges. “Nothing at all, actually. The Axeman chiseled panels out of doors to get in. There aren’t any panels in this bad boy, obviously,” Dale said, rapping a knuckle on the solid metal door. “To get the knife, I’m thinking this door was either unlocked, or our guy knew Jenna Mancini.”

      Dale looked away from the note and saw Ern, beyond the crime scene tape, several feet away on Exchange Street. Dale motioned to Nash, and then started toward Ern.

      "Thanks for your time, Sadler,” Dale said as they ducked under the crime scene tape.

      They walked down Exchange Street to Ern, finding him staring into nothingness, arms crossed over his chest. His skin looked clammy. His eyes still registered shock.

      “You all right, Ern?” Dale said.

      Ern turned, looking Dale in the eye. There was that same fearful expression Dale had seen when Ern stepped away from the body. Only for a moment. Then he brought out his standard smile, albeit with a bit more nerves than usual.

      “Yeah, I’ve just ... never seen anything like that.”

      Dale nodded, put his hand on Plunkett’s shoulder, and led the three of them back toward Central Avenue.
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      Dale had a collection of five creepy books spread out on the desk in front of him.

      Two of them he’d brought with him. Two had come from the Hot Springs public library. And one was property of HSPD.

      And they were all about serial killers.

      As Dale had poured through the materials, his mind kept looping on the notion of people’s dark historical fetishes. There were plenty of people with a fascination for serial killers. There were also those who fixated on Nazi history. And then there were some who were intrigued by medieval torture. Of course, it was human nature to be scintillated by the seedier sides of life. And to Dale, this made sense when dealing with fictional works. Movies and novels. After all, many people contended that the villain of a story was invariably more interesting than the hero.

      But when it came to real life, Dale became concerned with folks’ fascination toward evil. People could become enamored with other human beings’ pain. The thought of human suffering gave some people the warm-fuzzies. And this bothered Dale. But he tried to remind himself—or at least convince himself—that it was disassociation. People might not view Jack the Ripper’s victims as anything more than characters in a story because it happened “so long ago.” It was the short-sighted and arrogant part of human nature that believed nothing was real aside from the current moment, nothing was more important than what was going on right now. But everything that was written in history books had been a “right now” at one point. Jack the Ripper’s victims had been real people. Who suffered. Horribly.

      And so too were the other people in the books Dale was reading.

      He was at a desk in the now empty NPS office—the same desk he’d climbed atop and yelled out to the employees earlier in the day, as a matter of fact. The texts were limited in scope, but he’d been able to compile a bit of information regarding the two unidentified serial killers to whom the Hot Springs killer had made reference—the Cleveland Torso Murderer and the Axeman of New Orleans.

      But there were two problems. First, Dale hadn’t found much information he didn’t already know. Second, and more importantly, he’d found nothing linking the two murders.

      He had the desk lamp on, but the rest of the main office space was deserted and dark. It was about 6 PM. He’d been researching for nearly two hours. A bit of light came through the window of an office on the far wall where Nash, Ern, and Higgins were. They’d given Dale the space he needed to do his work.

      Dale heard the office door open, and he looked to see Ern striding toward Dale’s desk in his slightly awkward manner. As he did, the phone rang in the office behind him. Dale saw Higgins answer the call.

      Ern put his hands in his pockets as he stopped at Dale’s desk. “Any luck?”

      Dale pushed away from the books and leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms over his head. “It seems our guy is picking his targets in direct relation to the unidentified serial killers he’s paying homage to. So not only is he copying the killings, but he’s also emulating the victims. The first victim, Paula Willett, was poor. She had a low-paying job and issues with drugs. The Cleveland Torso Murderer preyed on the poor. The second murder was based upon the Axeman of New Orleans, who killed almost exclusively Italians. Jenna Mancini was Italian and worked at an Italian restaurant.”

      “Okay,” Ern said. “But if both murders have emulated different unidentified serial killers, how can we predict the next one?”

      “That’s the golden question,” Dale said. “And I’m afraid I don’t have a golden answer.”

      Ern looked down at him, concerned, supportive. He patted Dale on the shoulder then motioned toward the office. “Listen, Higgins wants to call it a night. You and Nash already met Ricky earlier—why don’t you two come to my house for dinner, meet my other two? Connie won’t mind.”

      Dale smiled, both at the graciousness and the prospect of free food. “I’d be delighted.”

      There was a bang from the other side of the room. The office door flew open, and Higgins rushed out, heading their way.

      “That guy you chased earlier, Conley,” he said. “He was wearing a navy blue sweatshirt, baggy pants?”

      Dale stood up. “That’s right.”

      “Someone matching that description was seen roaming the Barton Ridge community. That’s out on the north edge of town,” he said. “And they’re trying to figure out if we’ve got another victim.”
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      The interior of Ern’s International Harvester Scout 800 was dusty and smelled a bit like mildew, but it got the three of them to the Barton Ridge neighborhood in no time flat via a combination of Ern’s outstanding driving skills and the extra-loud siren.

      Dale hopped out of the passenger side. The gray sky had gone black and was now misting. Tiny little droplets. Not even a drizzle, just enough that collected on one’s skin, got everything wet.

      Nash climbed off the bench seat in the back. Dale stepped up to him.

      “Why don’t you wait here? In the car. Anything could happen. You’re not armed, and you’re not a cop.”

      Dale winced inwardly the moment the last words left his lips. You’re not a cop. He hadn’t at all meant to be rude. The words had just slipped out.

      As it had been back at the Fordyce, it was clear that Nash wasn’t going to listen, that he was going to come along. But unlike before, he had something to say. Something snide.

      “I’ll be fine. Thanks so much for your concern.”

      He stepped past Dale.

      They met up with Ern in front of the Scout. Ahead, a half dozen HSPD squad cars lined the street, and Dale caught glimpses of cops on foot stealthily running across yards and darting in and out of the forest that surrounded the neighborhood on all sides.

      The Barton Ridge neighborhood was full of stately homes, mostly two stories in height. The lawns were well tended, and the landscaping was fresh and tidy. It was also well-lit, not just from the streetlights lining the sidewalks but also from the windows of the homes. Almost every window in almost every home was alight. Dale reasoned that these homes wouldn’t be so lit-up on a normal night but were currently due to a combination of motivators: the squad cars on the street, the cops running about the neighborhood with guns drawn, and a serial killer on the loose. As Dale scanned the area, he saw many silhouettes, people peering outside, hands cupped against their windows.

      The passenger side door of one of the squad cars ahead of them opened, and Detective Sadler stepped out. He scanned the area, and his gaze landed on Dale and the other two. He waved his hand, beckoning them over.

      And as the three of them started toward him, there was a noise from across the street.

      Psst!

      A voice.

      Dale turned.

      It was the stranger, standing behind a tall fence with black vertical bars that surrounded one of the properties. The stranger watched them from a gap between the bars. He wore the same clothes as earlier—the baggy sweatshirt and oversized work pants—but he had ditched the sunglasses. The hood of the sweatshirt was again cinched up incredibly tight, and the small bit of exposed face was hidden in shadow.

      The stranger waved.

      And then he turned and darted across the yard, heading for the back side of the property.

      Dale didn’t check to see if Ern or Nash had noticed. He just sprinted across the road and toward the property.

      The gate was closed across the driveway, and as Dale ran up to it and grabbed it, he just knew that it was going to be locked tight.

      But it wasn’t. It swung open when he gave it a tug.

      Ern rushed through and into the yard, and as Dale followed, he stole a quick look back. Nash was standing on the opposite side of the street where they had been before Dale had spotted the stranger. Just watching.

      Good. At least he was finally listening to reason.

      Dale sprinted after Ern, and though Dale was shorter, he had soon passed Ern by. Dale had noted earlier how Ern’s walking was a bit clumsy, and it seemed that the clumsiness extended to his running as well.

      The house was to Dale’s left, a huge structure of dark brick, two stories tall, with a gabled roof and a wraparound porch. As he glanced over, he saw a man peering around the corner of a window, half concealed by the drapes, watching nervously.

      Ahead, the home’s blacktop drive split—one side going to a garage off the main building, and the other side going to a detached two-car garage in the back. As Dale and Ern ran out of the grass and onto the blacktop, Dale feared that the stranger was going to head for the detached building. That would complicate things tremendously.

      But that’s not what he did.

      He kept going. He was heading for the back side of the property, toward the fence and the thick, dark forest beyond.

      Dale reached deep into his reserves, gritted his teeth, and pushed himself harder. He cleared the blacktop and was back in the grass again, the back yard. But after a couple moments of ferocious leg-pumping, he saw that he hadn’t gained on the stranger at all. In fact, the stranger had pulled even farther away. Dale remembered how fast the stranger had been when he and Nash chased him back at the Grand Promenade, how he’d gotten away from them.

      Dale could only watch as the stranger ran up to the fence, slowed down for just a moment…

      And slid right through the bars.

      “Shit!” Dale yelled. “Shit!”

      How had the guy gotten through? The bars were only about six inches apart. And how had he done it so quickly? He’d barely broken his stride.

      Dale sprinted up to the fence, and his hands clanged into the bars as he reached out to stop his momentum. Footsteps behind him, at a run, and then Ern was beside him, shuffling to a stop, panting.

      Dale stuck his hand through the gap, testing the size. His estimation had been right. They were only six inches across. If that.

      He turned sideways, pushed his shoulder through. Felt resistance on both sides. It wasn’t gonna happen. And Ern had an even deeper frame and a bit of a gut.

      Dale pulled himself back into the grass. He looked up. The fence was eight feet high, and the bars curved out at the top. He took hold of one of the bars, tried to climb. His hand slipped on the wet bar, extra slippery with its high-gloss paint.

      He looked left and right, scanned the property. Far down at either edge of the yard were ninety-degree corners in the fencing, marked by big, elegant cornerstones made of brick.

      Definitely climbable.

      Ern noticed too, and when they made eye contact, a short series of head movements conveyed the plan: You try the one down there. I’ll try the other one.

      They took off toward opposite corners of the yard. As Dale ran, he pulled out his Model 36. The trees on the other side of the fence were pitch black, and the stranger could be hidden anywhere among them.

      Dale needed his weapon.

      He reached the corner post. Large branches came out from the forest beyond, criss-crossing the top of it. These branches were going to make climbing the thing difficult. He holstered the Model 36 and jumped up, grabbing the cement topper. One of his hands slipped on a wet branch, and his arm dropped.

      He repositioned and pulled himself up, relying on his abdominal strength. And as he brought his head level with the top of the post, he saw that it was completely blocked by the branches.

      Still, the ledge gave him a high spot to hold onto. He steadied himself and reached out with his leg to the fencing, hooked one of the bars with his foot. He started to transfer his weight to the fence…

      And his boot slipped on the wet metal.

      He lost his hold on the post and fell, landing on his back in the wet grass.

      Looking up from the ground, he saw the complexity of the branches hanging above the corner post. He wasn’t going to be able to clear it.

      He hopped back to his feet and drew his Model 36 again. He saw that at the other end of the yard, the opposite corner post was unattended. Ern had cleared it. He was somewhere in those dark trees.

      And so was the stranger.

      Dale stopped for a moment, listened. It was surprisingly quiet. A few insomniac birds. Faint drops of the mist dripping off leaves. But no footsteps.

      Dale kept two hands on the gun—steady and ready to go—and he took off toward the opposite corner post, not quite running, keeping part of his attention on his forward progression and the other part on those pitch black trees.

      As he drew closer to the corner post, he saw how Plunkett had been able to clear it. Unlike the post Dale had tried to climb, there were no branches blocking the top, and it was positioned in a way that—

      A hand grabbed Dale’s arm.

      Dale sucked in a breath, and in one solid movement he swiped the hand from his wrist and pointed his gun through the fence.

      And found Ern Plunkett.

      Smiling at him.

      Dale exhaled. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      “Sorry, buddy,” Ern said, still smiling.

      Even though he was smiling, Ern looked incredibly uncomfortable. Branches squeezed in around him from all sides, digging into his uniform, and he was pressed up tight against the metal bars.

      “The guy’s gone. I haven’t heard a peep since I got back here,” Ern said. “He sure must know his way around here, because I can’t seem to move an inch without running into something.”

      He chuckled.

      Dale holstered his gun.

      “All right,” Dale said. “I’ll meet you at the corner post. We gotta let HSPD know the guy got away.”

      Plunkett laughed again. “That’s easy for you to say. I don’t know if I can get out of here. In fact, I’m not sure how I got this far in!”

      Ern looked at him with that warm toad-smile.

      Then his eyes opened wide.

      And he shrieked.

      It was something unlike anything Dale had ever heard, and he instantly knew that he would never forget it. It was high-pitched and wailing, and it didn’t sound like something that should come out of someone who looked like Ern.

      In fact, it didn’t even sound human.

      There was another sound with it, a quick-fire set of thumps. Three of them. Wet and solid.

      Thump-thump-thump.

      With this sound was a shadow. And movement. The shadow came up behind Ern, much shorter than him. The movement was at Ern’s side. A blur of an arm and the glint of metal.

      Three stabs to Ern’s ribs. Quick and efficient. Ruthlessly precise. Shatteringly objective.

      It had all happened in a moment—Ern’s eyes, the shadow, a shriek, the wet sounds of metal going into flesh. So fast that by the time Dale had drawn his gun, the shadow was already disappearing into the trees.

      Dale fired through the fence. Three times. Rapidly.

      And listened.

      Footsteps. Disappearing into the distance. Vanishing into the trees.

      Gurgling noises came from Ern’s mouth. Blood flowed through his fingers, at his side.

      “Ern!”

      Ern looked past him. And fell forward. His head clanked into the fence, lodged between two bars. He now faced the yard, coughing, as he slid downward. His body hit the ground, propped at an angle, leaving his face hovering several inches above the ground. More coughing.

      Dale dropped down in front of him.

      “Ern! Ern!!”

      Ern coughed loudly. Blood sprayed on Dale’s face.

      Gurgling noises. A sudden twist. And he stopped moving.

      Dale scrambled to his feet. “Oh shit! Oh shit!”

      He threw his Model 36 into its holster and sprinted to the corner post. The alarms in his head were blaring, and his mind and senses trusted his intuition. In a flurry of activity that his body completed on auto-pilot, he somehow propelled himself over the corner post and into the trees, through the branches and undergrowth tearing at his clothes and face, and placed himself at Ern’s side.

      Ern was still angled against the fence, his face lodged between the bars. Dale grabbed his shoulder, pulled him off the fence and onto his back. His eyes were wide open, staring into the black sky.

      Dale feebly, stupidly put a pair of fingers to Ern’s neck.

      Dead.

      Dale took two steps backwards. His back struck a tree. His eyes locked on Ern’s body. He put his hands in his hair, and he slid down the tree till he hit the earth.

      Movement on the other side of the fence. He looked. Red-and-blue lights from the street outside the house. The family inside, clustered by the glass rear doors, silhouetted by warm light. Cops running across the lawn toward him

      And standing on the sidewalk, under a pool of light from a streetlight, was Nash.

      Dale’s hands were still in his hair, his elbows on his knees. He looked at Ern again and reached out to close the man’s eyelids.

      In a movie, this would be a special moment. In a movie, the eyes would close when Dale brushed his hand over them.

      But when Dale retracted his hand, the eyes were still open, still looking into the black sky.

      Dale reached out, tried again. And finally the damn things closed.

      He shuddered. And put his hands back in his hair as the shouting of the cops drew nearer.
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      As Ventress watched Harbick describe how Conley had led Plunkett to his death, she saw the man grow quieter again.

      Harbick had been acting tougher, being more assertive. But it was all false bravado. Bring a little death into the equation, and little boys like Harbick turn in on themselves.

      Harbick had just described how he crossed the yard with the local police and found Conley sitting on the other side of the fence, a foot away from Plunkett’s dead body. Elbows on his knees, hands in his hair, head hung.

      “I’d never seen him like that,” Harbick said.

      “Distraught?”

      “No. Still in control of himself but ... distant. Almost shell-shocked.”

      “And yet he’d just met Plunkett, only hours earlier,” Ventress said. “I’m sure Conley has seen lots of people die in front of him in his line of work. What makes Ernie Plunkett’s murder different? Gee, it’s almost as though Conley felt guilt for dragging a guy into an investigation he was never supposed to be a part of, only to get the guy killed a few hours later.”

      Harbick still had a somber look in his eye, and his voice was quiet as he described Conley’s reaction. “Dale couldn’t get over that Ern had just invited us to meet his wife and kids. For some reason Dale was fixated on that.”

      Jesus. What a sap.

      Ventress felt like she was reading some sort of cheesy women’s romance, full of high emotion and lofty language and cliches. She’d let Harbick wallow in his pathetic feelings. She had work to do.

      She turned away from him, stealing a quick glance at the clock before looking over the table at the others.

      It was 3:34.

      Excellent. Only another hour and a half of this crap.

      “Had the killer claimed another victim?” she said to no one in particular.

      Detective Sadler leaned forward in his seat, placed his arms on the table.

      “Lenora Page. Twenty-four-year-old black female. Owner of one of the art galleries downtown. Her throat was slashed—but not as deep as the Mancini girl’s. Our guy didn’t mutilate her like he did Mancini either. She was found in the space between her detached studio and her home.”

      “Another message?”

      Sadler nodded and grabbed a ratty old briefcase off the ground, plopped it on the table.

      “He’d scrawled it out on the studio’s wall,” Sadler said, digging through a stack of loose, bent-up papers in the briefcase. “He used artist’s paint he’d gotten from inside the studio. Here.”

      He pulled out an eight-by-ten photo, held it up for the room to see. It was another crude message, like those in the other two photos Ventress had seen.

      
        
          [image: SHE WAS A REAL PEACH]
        

      

      She read it aloud.

      “She was a real peach.” Ventress let the words roll through her brain for a moment, then she turned her attention back to Harbick. “And Conley, in all his historical genius, was able to make a connection to an unsolved serial killer?”

      “He was,” Harbick replied, once more using that edgier tone she’d picked up on. “The Atlanta Ripper. A black serial killer. 1911 to 1912. Never brought to justice. Sliced black women’s throats. It fit the pattern Dale had found. Each new murder emulated an unidentified serial killer from history, and the victims were modeled after the original victims.”

      “So Conley was able to decipher a pattern,” Ventress said. “Yet he wasn’t able to make a connection between the different serial killers our guy is imitating, was he? He wasn’t able to figure out when or where or who our guy is going to strike next, was he?”

      “Obviously not,” Harbick said coldly.

      The petulant little shit.

      “Yes, ‘obviously not,’ is right,” Ventress said. “Because after you two weren’t able to stop Lenora Page’s murder two nights ago, you got a call in the wee hours of the morning yesterday … about a fourth attack.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The ringing telephone woke Dale with a jolt.

      He propped himself on an elbow, and it only took him half a moment to remember where he was.

      The Sawmill Inn. A cheap motor lodge.

      With all the historic hotels in Hot Springs, Dale had found himself in a place like this. What a shame. But cheap motels were company policy. Or, rather, the policy of his boss, SAC Walter Taft, who required his agents to get the second cheapest lodging available during their assignments. It saved Taft money—Taft being a notorious penny-pincher—but it also covered Taft’s ass. If anyone asked, he could honestly say that he didn’t force his agents to stay at the cheapest available lodging.

      Dale tugged the chain on the small lamp at his bedside. Squinted at the light. The blanket covering him was thin, scratchy. The walls were scuffed. The TV was small and black-and-white.

      He grabbed his watch from the nightstand. It was 3:45 in the morning. He picked up the receiver.

      “Hello?”

      He listened.

      And then he said, “We’ll be right there.”
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        * * *

      

      The smell of hospitals always got to Dale. It had since he was a kid. Something about the combination of cleaners and disinfectants and medicines and body odor. And as he stood at the nurses’ station, he tried to push the nauseated feeling aside, focusing instead on the highly attractive nurse he was talking to. Even if she’d not responded at all to his attempt at charm.

      Oblivious. She was just oblivious. Yes, that had to be it.

      “Around the corner. At the end of the hall,” the nurse said, pointing, but not looking up from her clipboard.

      “Thank you,” Dale said, giving a big smile to the top of her head as he turned to leave. Nash followed.

      As they headed toward the corner the nurse had indicated, Dale heard something. In the distance.

      Screams.

      He and Nash exchanged a look.

      They turned the corner and saw at the end of the hall a young, black, uniformed cop standing beside an open doorway. Through the doorway, Dale could see a curtain drawn around a hospital bed. There was a gap in the curtain, and through this gap he could see flurries of activity—thrashing limbs of someone in the bed and multiple medical personnel. A very short man in dingy dress clothes stood outside the curtain, watching, his back to the doorway.

      The man turned around. It was Sadler. He saw them approaching and stepped out of the room, walked up to them just beyond the doorway.

      “Conley, good to see you again, bud. How you doing after last night?”

      Dale shook Sadler’s hand. “I’m good. Thanks, Sadler.”

      Sadler glanced at Nash. “Mr. Harbick.”

      “Detective.”

      Dale nodded toward the hospital room and the commotion. “What do we got?”

      “An attempted victim. Attacked in her home. She managed to trip the guy and slip away. She got in her car and sped off. Made it a mile before she drove off the road into a telephone pole.”

      “What’s her condition?”

      “Physically, she’s going to be fine. Multiple cuts and stab wounds, but nothing deeper than an inch. Abrasions. Contusions to the neck. Wounds to her right ear. Mentally, though ... that’s a different story. She’s been in hysterics since they found her in her car.”

      “Name?”

      “Mira Lyndon.”

      “What do we know about her?”

      “A local, like the other victims. Lifelong Hot Springs resident. She works at one of the hotels. A maid. She’s the girlfriend of Clyde Bowen.”

      “You say that name like it means something,” Dale said. “Is he a big shot in town?”

      Sadler laughed out loud.

      “No. Not quite. Just an average Joe. Works at the Alistaire bathhouse. A masseuse. But he’s pretty well known around town. One of those kind of guys.”

      “You know him?”

      “I know of him. Met him a few times.”

      Dale nodded toward the room and all the screaming. “Is he in there?”

      Sadler shook his head. “Couldn’t reach him by phone. I’m about to swing by his house.”

      “Did Mira say how the attack happened?”

      Sadler shook his head again.

      “Did she give a description of the killer?”

      “Just that he had crazy eyes. She kept repeating that. Crazy eyes, crazy eyes.”

      “We can’t very well start pulling in everyone in town who has crazy eyes,” Dale said.

      He ran a hand over his face. Another victim. A survivor, thank god, but Dale was no closer to answers than he’d been when he arrived. He hoped his frustration didn’t show to Sadler and Nash. He wasn’t being callous to Mira Lyndon. He just didn’t want anyone else to end up like her, chopped up, screaming in hysterics.

      Sadler pointed back into the hospital room, where Mira Lyndon’s thrashing and screaming continued. “That’s the shrink in there now, Dr. Wells. He and those nurses are trying to get a sedative in her. He said that once it sets in, we might be able to talk to her.”

      Dale looked behind them. There was a small couch.

      “What do you say, Nash? Want to wait?”

      Nash checked his watch. “I don’t have anywhere else to be at 4:30 in the morning.”

      “I’m afraid I do, however,” Sadler said. “I gotta go find Clyde Bowen. And tell him somebody cut up his girlfriend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ventress looked at Nash with an anxious, hungry, dark smile—as if the words she had resting on her tongue were so deliciously twisted she could hardly wait to get them out.

      “You liked that, didn’t you?” she said. “Sitting in the hallway, listening to Mira Lyndon’s screams.”

      “Honest answer?”

      Ventress nodded.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Nash hated her. Hated her. Oh god, he despised her. She was trying to humiliate him.

      But he could hurt her…

      “Sick. Just sick,” Ventress said. “That’s the sort of thing that got you kicked out of the FBI, isn’t it?”

      “You know that it is.”

      “If only fate hadn’t paired you with Dale Conley, you might have continued to live your little double-life. God, what star-crossed morons you two are. Absolutely amazing that you crossed paths. What was it? What sent Conley to you in Detroit?”

      “Like all his assignments, there was a historical connection to our case. And it was a fascinating one.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They were in Nash’s office in downtown Detroit. It was the first time they’d had a chance to go there during the assignment, and Nash was proud to show it off. It had a chic, modern design—polished metal, black accents along the shelves, orange carpeting.

      But Nash could tell that Dale was too distracted to be impressed. He was too engrossed in historical intrigue. They could have held their discussion in a gas station bathroom; it wouldn’t have mattered to Dale. At that moment, the only thing of interest to Dale was the bit of unsolved historical mystery he’d unearthed, which was going to help them catch Ike Gallo.

      “Do you see what I’m getting at?” Dale said. He had a huge, excited smile with a complementing set of wide and twinkling eyes. A pure, childlike enthusiasm.

      “I’m afraid I don’t,” Nash said.

      “Where was the biggest fire our arsonist has set so far?”

      “Peshtigo, Wisconsin.”

      “Exactly. Imitating the worst fire in American history, one that destroyed Peshtigo and a dozen other villages, killing a minimum of 1,200 people but perhaps twice as many. Absolutely devastating. But it’s been mostly forgotten. The worst fire in American history has … been lost to history. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

      “Of course it does. But it’s not my job to—”

      Dale held up a finger.

      “I’d noticed Peshtigo’s date during my research, didn’t give it much thought until it lined up with another date.”

      Dale rolled out the regional map of the Great Lakes area that they’d been using for the case. His hand writing was on the map, black ink Xs scattered over the region.

      “In addition to the fire in Peshtigo, Ike Gallo has set the four fires in Michigan: Alpena, Port Huron, Holland, and Manistee. And all four of these towns have devastating fires in their histories.”

      Nash waved his hand impatiently. “Which is exactly why you were brought on—to analyze that history. What’s your point?“

      “The date! All of the Michigan fires happened on the same day. They are collectively known as the Great Michigan Fire. October 8, 1871. And these places aren’t close to each other. Not by any means. They’re all over the state, hundreds of miles apart. A pretty amazing and devastating coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “How could it not be amazing?” Nash said. “But it’s not like it’s not been noticed. You said yourself—the event got a collective name, the Great Michigan Fire.”

      “I also mentioned that the Peshtigo Fire was the worst fire in American history, but it’s been lost to time in only a hundred years. Guess the date on the Peshtigo Fire.”

      Nash paused for a moment before he answered. “October 8, 1871?”

      “Bingo,” Dale said.

      Nash had to hand it to Dale. Even in the midst of their hunt for Ike Gallo, this historical revelation he’d uncovered made Nash’s mouth open in surprise. “That’s … that’s pretty wild, Dale. But what I need to know is how Ike Gallo—”

      Dale held up a finger again.

      “But wait. There’s more,” Dale said in the cheesy voice of a television commercial narrator. “We’ve established that Peshtigo is the worst fire in American history. But what’s the most famous fire in American history?”

      “The Great Chicago Fire, of course,” Nash said. “Mrs. O’Leary’s clumsy cow and all that.”

      “And from where does Ike Gallo, the firefighter-turned-arsonist we’re chasing, hail?”

      “Chicago.”

      Dale grinned. “Want to take a guess as to the date of the Great Chicago Fire?”

      Nash paused. “No way…”

      “Say it, Nash.”

      “October 8, 1871.”
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        * * *

      

      “That actually … is pretty fascinating,” Ventress said. Her mouth was wide open. “All those massive fires … on the same day …”

      Dale’s historical find was so beguiling, it had even impressed Alberta Ventress…

      “That’s right,” Nash said. “And all scattered around the Great Lakes. Dale found a few different theories for the coincidence. One of the ideas is that a meteor shower hit the region.”

      Ventress shook her head with amazement. Smiled. Then caught herself. She regrouped, put the scowl back on her face, and crossed her arms.

      “That was Dale in his element,” Nash said. “Stitching together pieces of historical intrigue. That’s how I know him—a smile on his face and a smartass comment coming out of his mouth. Not like when I last saw him. In the rain.”

      “What was different?” Ventress said.

      Nash’s mind flashed back to the hospital. Rain washing over Dale’s cheeks. The steely expression, the dark eyes. The gun.

      “There was … so much darkness in his face. But I supposed that’ll happen when nothing’s going your way. Dale’s used to winning. He’s used to catching the bad guy.”

      “What about Ike Gallo? Your bad guy in Chicago.”

      “He was a Chicago firefighter, and his wife, Tricia, was the fire commissioner’s daughter. He’d always felt inferior, being a lowly firefighter, and when he got sacked, he was convinced it was his father-in-law’s doing. So he starts fires all around the Great Lakes, replicating the fires of October 8, 1871. Trying to make it look like Tricia’s dad had done it. The last piece was going to be Chicago, the city Tricia’s dad was sworn to protect. He was going to burn it like the Great Fire. We’d already found him out by then, so no one was ever going to think that Tricia’s father did it. But Ike thought he could still humiliate the man.”

      “And, of course, you stopped him.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And that’s how Conley found you out in Chicago, as I understand it. Right after you two caught the bad guy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The misty air surrounding Chicago’s Buckingham Fountain felt cool, refreshing against Dale’s skin. The water show was in full swing, and in addition to the spray it was creating, there was also the thunderous, booming sounds of the jets of water. Dale caught a glimpse of the center jet shooting way up above him, 150 feet in the air. It was a stunning display and one that Dale would love to witness had he not been chasing an arsonist.

      He and Nash sprinted off after Ike Gallo.

      There was another thought tugging at Dale, pulling his attention from the fountain. Arancia. He’d left her behind, back near where Ike Gallo‘s Malibu sat crumpled into the lamp post, steaming. He’d had Nash lock his door, and of course he had done the same, but there would be cops soon on the scene. Would Arancia be impounded? Would someone try to steal her?

      Dale couldn’t consider these thoughts. They were too dark.

      And he had to catch the man who tried to burn down Chicago.

      Gallo was ahead of Dale, sprinting, heading toward the lake. He ran out into Lake Shore Drive, crossing about eight lanes of traffic. Cars’ horns blared. People stuck their heads out their open windows and yelled at him.

      Dale gave another quick glance back and saw that Nash was right behind him. Sprinting. They’d been in a couple of chases during this assignment, so Dale had already seen that Nash was a great runner. He was in excellent condition.

      Dale and Nash dashed out onto Lake Shore. More horns, more screaming motorists. Dale spotted Gallo farther away, almost to the sidewalk. He was worming his way through traffic better than Dale and Nash. He was putting distance between them.

      When Dale and Nash made it to the other side of the road, they reached a large concrete promenade that ran along the blue water of the lake. People were jogging, walking dogs, strolling hand-in-hand. On the water beyond, boats were tied up, bobbing gently. Seagulls floated through the air.

      Dale didn’t know the full history, but he knew this area was called Queen’s Landing, commemorating the location where Queen Elizabeth II had visited Chicago.

      Gallo stole a glance behind him and started running through the people.

      This slowed him down just a bit, and Dale sprinted harder, gaining on Gallo. He could see the details clearly—the folds in the man shirt, the sunlight shining on his hair.

      A hotdog vendor was in front of Gallo, and when he jumped to the side to dodge it, his shoe caught on the cement, causing him to stumble.

      This gave Dale and Nash an opportunity. They closed the gap.

      They were right behind him now. Within inches. Dale reached out. Couldn’t quite grab him.

      A bike came in their direction, and Gallo snatched it, threw it down. The rider—a teenage girl with an Afro—tumbled away, and the bike landed directly in front of Dale and Nash.

      Both of them ran right into it.

      Nash hit the concrete hard and with a grunt. Dale tripped forward, limbs flailing in front of him, but he maintained his balance, recovered.

      Ahead, Gallo pulled to the right to avoid a group of Chinese tourists. This put him closer to the water, right along the cement’s edge, right by the three-foot drop to the water.

      Dale seized the moment.

      He jumped at Gallo, his shoulder catching him in the lower back, and both men flew off the edge and hit the water with a splash.

      Arms and legs thrashed as both men broke the surface, gasping for air. Dale saw Gallo right in front of him, only inches away. He pulled back a fist.

      “No!” Gallo shouted. “I can’t swim! I can’t swim!”

      Dale lowered his fist. And watched. He gave Gallo a moment, testing his claim.

      And he quickly determined that Gallo had either been truthful … or he was a really good actor. He sputtered and gasped, arms swinging hard and chopping the water.

      Dale thought it safe to take him at his word.

      “All right, all right,” he said. “Grab onto my back.”

      Gallo hooked his arms around Dale’s neck.

      Dale began swimming back to the ledge.

      “You’re under arrest, by the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Dale was still dripping with lake water as he and Nash walked through the Chicago FBI Field Office. FBI agents in suits cheered them on, congratulating them, slapping them on their backs.

      One wise guy said to Dale, “Heard you took a little swim, secret agent man. You a klutz or something?”

      “Your mom didn’t think so last night,” Dale said with a wink.

      The wise guy laughed in appreciation, thumped Dale on the shoulder.

      “You know that guy?” Nash said.

      “Nope.”

      They entered the temporary office they’d been given for the duration of the assignment, a stark, nearly empty room with a table in the center and shelves in the back with a couple cardboard boxes and some cleaning supplies. Dale shut the door behind them and started fluffing out his hair with his fingers, drying it.

      “And now they’re gonna want some paperwork from us,” Dale said, tilting his head to drain water out of his ear. “Ugh. Might as well get it over with. Let me see my notebook, would ya?”

      Nash’s briefcase was on one of the shelves in the back next to a tub of bleach. He grabbed it and retrieved a spiral-bound notebook, which he handed to Dale.

      “Thanks.”

      Dale opened it and immediately saw from the writing that it wasn’t his notebook. He closed it, looked at the front cover, which was purple.

      “This isn’t mine,” he said. “My notebook is red.”

      A peculiar expression came to Nash. It was almost a panicked look, and he quickly reached out for the notebook.

      “Oh, then let me have that back.”

      Something about the odd expression didn’t sit well with Dale. It was a very strange and unwarranted reaction. Also, he’d spotted something strange in the moment the notebook was open, a few dark words

      … I want to kill the bitch and …

      Dale stepped aside, avoiding Nash’s reach. He opened the notebook again. Looked inside.

      And felt sick.

      “What the hell is this?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ventress was laughing at him. And this made Nash hate her even more

      “So you accidentally turned yourself in?” Another burst of laughter bent her over, a hand going to her stomach. “You just handed the notebook right to Conley. Lord, if I didn’t know this was a tragedy, I’d swear it was a comedy.”

      She laughed again, slapped the table.

      “Are you done?” Nash said.

      She straightened up and adjusted the jacket of her skirt suit. “You’ll forgive an old gal, Mr. Harbick. I’ve heard of a lot of agents doing a lot of stupid things, but none quite so magnificently stupid as that.”

      She shook her head, chuckling to herself, and stepped a few feet away, took another folder out of the cardboard box.

      “And in that notebook you wrote out all your secret desires related to Ike Gallo’s wife, the things you wanted to do to her. Let me guess. This was a technique some shrink told you to do, yes? To ‘journal’ your thoughts?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And those thoughts got really tasty after you met Tricia Gallo, didn’t they? The wife of the lunatic who was burning up cities around the Great Lakes.” She flipped through the contents of the folder. “Oh, here’s a photo of her. Wooooow. She is a cute little thing, isn’t she?”

      Nash didn’t respond.

      “Well, don’t you agree?”

      “Very pretty, yes.”

      “You were attracted to her straight away.”

      “Yes.”

      Ventress pulled the photo out of the folder, held it up. She was doing this for Nash’s sake, in theory, but she displayed it in a way that showed it off to the whole room. More humiliation.

      Nash hadn’t seen an image of Tricia Gallo in three years. The heart-shaped face with soft cheeks and sky-high cheekbones. A little point of a chin. Dark eyes. In the photo, her mouth was parted the smallest bit, a tiny opening between her small, full lips.

      Ventress craned her face to the side, peeked at the photo. “Oh, yes, I bet she looked at you with those big doe eyes, all scared of what her husband was doing, what he might do to her. And you liked it. Her fear. I bet she smelled good too. Real nice perfume, huh? Something flowery and sweet?”

      Taft's deep voice came from the other end of the table. “Knock it off.”

      Nash turned and saw Taft glaring at Ventress.

      She smirked it off, looked back to the folder.

      “If you liked her so much, Harbick, I don’t understand why you’d want to hurt her so bad. Here’s a quote from your notebook. ‘I want to see the look of fear in Tricia Gallo’s eyes when she sees me approach from the darkness with a knife.’ And another. ‘To be next to Tricia, to feel her soft flesh, to feel her panicked breathing under my fingers as I squeeze into her neck and—’”

      Taft cut her off. “That’s enough!”

      Ventress glanced his direction then snapped the folder shut, and tossed it on the table.

      “I don’t need to read anymore. Hell, I don’t want to. That’s all it takes for everyone in this room to know how deranged you are, Harbick. You disgust me. Freak. There’s a reason why the world weeds out people like you, pushes them to the side, isolates them where they can’t do any harm. You goddamn monster.”

      Taft bolted out of his chair. “That’s enough! Jesus Christ, lady!”

      Ventress locked eyes with Taft and gestured toward Nash.

      “This is the kind of person that your ‘top man’ brought on as a consultant. Maybe Nash’s deranged bullshit is the reason why Conley took the girl. Maybe after so many grisly cases in his career, Conley listened to Harbick spurt off some psycho evil like that shit in his notebook, and it sent him over the edge. Maybe, Taft, Conley’s hurting that girl. Right this very moment. Now sit your ass down. I’m not through with my investigation.”

      Taft stared at her coldly and sat down.

      Ventress turned back to Nash.

      “Conley found your filthy notebook. Then what happened?”
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      Dale couldn’t believe what he was looking at.

      “This is your handwriting, Nash...”

      “Yeah, that’s just ... it’s nothing. Let me have it back.”

      Nash reached. Dale turned his shoulder, not looking away from the notebook.

      Endless pages of dark fantasies.

      About Tricia Gallo.

      He read aloud. “‘I want to see Tricia Gallo in pain. And in her underwear. In pain and in her underwear.’”

      Nash laughed nervously. “I was just clowning around. Let me have that.”

      Dale continued staring into the notebook. He flipped through it.

      “There are pages and pages of this shit. ‘I want to hear Tricia’s pretty lips say my name as her dying words.’ ‘I wonder what she looks like when she...’”

      He trailed off. It got worse. And Dale had seen enough.

      He closed the notebook, brought it to his side.

      “This is serious, Nash.”

      Nash laughed nervously again.

      “Be still, Dale. It’s just a gag.”

      “Be still? Be still?? You think I’m overreacting? I just found a notebook filled with hundreds of pages of my partner’s fantasies about hurting the woman we’ve been sworn to protect.”

      Nash shook his head, still smiling. “I just—”

      “Stop. Stop trying to play this off. You know I’m right. Get that stupid smile off your face.”

      Nash finally released the nervous smile. Fear in his eyes now.

      “How long have you had these fantasies?”

      “Since we first met her,” Nash said quietly. “Back when we—”

      “No, I mean how long have you had any dark thoughts like this?”

      Nash’s voice was even quieter when he responded. “Almost as long as I can remember. Since I was about eight years old or so.”

      Dale exhaled. And he thought things over.

      What was he to do now? What was the best course of action?

      He didn’t have to think long.

      There was only one option…

      “There. Now you know,” Nash said. “Let me have my notebook.”

      He reached for it. Dale sidestepped

      “Come on, Dale. Stop foolin’.”

      He reached again, a frustrated look on his face this time.

      Dale shoved him away, hard, with his free hand.

      “No, Nash. I’m going to report this.”
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      Ventress was almost starting to enjoy this.

      What had begun as an investigation that she’d found disgusting—both Conley’s actions and the revelations about Harbick’s sick mind—had turned into something so strange, so outrageous that she couldn’t wait to hear what Harbick had to say next. It was all so bizarre, so nuanced. And Harbick was such a screwup. It was fun to watch him squirm. Conley was a screwup too, and Ventress was having just as much fun with him—and the guy wasn’t even there!

      “Conley gets you kicked out of the Bureau for being a sicko,” she said with a grin as she stepped nearer to Harbick, invading his space. “And then three years later he asks for your help on this case because you’re a sicko. That takes some balls.”

      Harbick shrugged matter-of-factly. “If there’s anything we’ve proven so far at this little trial of yours, it’s that Dale Conley has guts and he does what he needs to get the job done.”

      “We’ve also proven that there’s still a serial killer roaming around Hot Springs, chopping up young women,” she said. “We’ve also proven that Dale Conley is missing. Both of those points have been very well established.”

      She stared into him for a moment, asserting her power.

      “It must have been real tough working with him,” she continued after a moment, “this man who banished you to the periphery of society where you belong.”

      Harbick looked down at the table in front of him. “It was a challenge, yes.”
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      The previous morning.

      As Dale sat on the couch in the hallway outside Mira Lyndon’s hospital room, waiting for the psychiatrist’s clearance to talk to her, he was still catching the occasional whiff of the loathsome hospital smell. But he’d been there for so long—hours now—that he’d gotten somewhat used to it. He knew, though, that he would still be smelling it later. On his clothes. Lingering in his nostrils.

      There was no longer any screaming coming from the room. The hallway was quiet but for the typical hospital noises—the beeps of medical equipment, hushed chatter, doors opening and closing.

      Dale looked at a framed picture. In the photograph were Mira Lyndon and her boyfriend, Clyde Bowen. He was short, the same height as his girlfriend, with very dark hair halfway to his shoulders, dark eyes, and a full beard, also dark in color. The photo’s colors were a bit washed out, but it looked like Bowen’s skin tone was olive, giving him a slightly exotic look.

      Mira sure did seem to like him. She was plastered against him, huge smile. He had his arm around her back and wore a confident, almost smug grin, lips closed.

      Dale focused on Mira. The smile was bright, as were her eyes, which sat behind a pair of glasses. She had a very nice figure, which her simple outfit—a T-shirt and bellbottoms—showed off.

      And while this was something that Dale typically noticed—a nice figure—he did so now with a two-pronged pang of guilt. First, he was looking at a photo of a woman and her boyfriend. Dale made it a point not ogle married and otherwise taken women … as much as possible.

      Also, and perhaps more importantly, was the fact that this same woman, whose image he was having a hard time taking his eyes off, was lying in bed only feet away. Beaten up. Cut up. Having just been attacked by a serial killer.

      Dale didn't feel so much like a pig … as he did a creep.

      But he couldn't help it. There was something … different about Mira Lyndon. And it pulled him in. As he looked at her image in the photograph, he tried to figure it out. She was extremely thin, and yet she wasn’t at all gangly. She had perfect proportions, carrying her thinness exquisitely. Well-shaped legs. Toned arms. Long but not too long torso. Her breasts—poking against her T-shirt—were small, but, again, perfectly proportioned. Completely perfect. Her face was smooth and round. Hair, dark and straight. Her eyes were dark as well.

      None of these qualities screamed out. It was the sum that created the whole. And if he was being completely honest with himself—if he pushed aside the guilt—he would have to admit that this was the most attracted to a woman he’d been in a long time. A very long time. It was magnetic.

      She couldn't have been much taller than five-foot-six or -seven, so while she was fairly tall, she was no Redwood. Yet everything about her was long and sinuous. Twisting. Those proportioned legs, tiny yet toned arms. He imagined her abdominals—hidden under the shirt—to be tight and smooth with the long, thin indentation running up the center. And…

      And that's where he stopped his imagination.

      He just couldn't let himself think like this about her, about someone who had just been attacked so viciously.

      What the hell was he doing?

      Nash approached and sat down next to him. Dale was thankful for the distraction.

      “What’s that?” Nash said, gesturing at the frame.

      “Someone brought her flowers and this photo of her and the boyfriend.”

      “May I see it?”

      Dale hesitated. He looked at Nash but didn't hand him the photo.

      Nash smirked. “Oh, I see. You don’t want me to see it. Don’t want the weirdo to see the woman in question. You know, they’re going to let us in that room any minute now, and I’m going to see her in person, wounds and all. You recruited me for this assignment. How am I supposed to be your consultant if you won’t even let me look at a snapshot?”

      Dale didn’t respond, just handed the frame to Nash.

      Nash looked it over for a moment and handed it back.

      “We never spoke again, you and me,” he said. “After that last visit you made in Detroit.”

      “It wasn’t by lack of interest. You made that decision, Nash. The BEI could have helped you and—”

      “I’m not pointing fingers. I just want you to know what a rotten situation you’ve put me in.”

      Dale pointed to the hospital room.

      “And if we can stop even one more woman from getting chopped into pieces, I hope you can look past how ‘rotten’ you’ve had it for a couple days.”

      The psychologist, Dr. Wells, stepped out of the hospital room. He was a tall, thin man, bald on top with a thick mustache.

      Dale and Nash stood up.

      “Gentlemen, you’re free to enter now.”

      “Is she talking?”

      “Not to me, I’m afraid. Maybe you’ll have better luck.”

      They entered the hospital room. Mira was in bed, sheets to her armpits. Her left forearm was wrapped with bandage. Another bandage started beneath her neck and disappeared under her gown. She had several adhesive bandages all over the other areas of her exposed skin and a few of them concentrated over her right ear.

      She watched them as they stepped closer. Her expression was rather blank, but there was uncertainty in her eyes.

      There was a pair of chairs by the bed. Dale approached and pulled out a chair while casually, non-threateningly showing his badge as the same time. All one smooth motion. Very measured and purposeful.

      “Miss Lyndon, I’m Dale Conley with the Department of Justice. This is my consulting expert, Nash Harbick. I’m very sorry to trouble you at a time like this, but I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      Mira didn't respond. She took her eyes off Dale and looked to the ceiling.

      “Can you tell us how this happened to you?”

      No response.

      “Any information you can give us will help us stop this from happening to anyone else. The attacker has been imitating famous serial killers of the past. At least one of those historical killers attacked couples, which means your boyfriend, Clyde Bowen, could be in danger. Do you know where he—”

      Mira screamed then, startling Dale. He jumped back in his seat. Mira hyperventilated, still staring at the ceiling.

      Dale leaned in closer again.

      “Ma’am, if we’re going to help Clyde, any information you can—”

      Mira turned on him suddenly, looked him in the eye.

      “It was him!”

      “What?”

      “Clyde! My boyfriend cut me up!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Arancia screeched to a halt in a blacktop parking lot facing a small house—flaking paint, disregarded lawn. There were squad cars outside, red and blue lights.

      The weather had been dark and gloomy when Dale and Nash left the motel that morning, and it was still just as dark, but the earlier sprinkle coming from the sky had turned into a true rain.

      Dale flashed a badge at a uniformed officer. He, Dale, and Nash met on the porch. The front door dangled by one hinge. The doorframe was splintered.

      “Are you Agent Conley?” the cop said. He was about forty-five. A tad short. Incredibly muscular frame that he showed off with a uniform that was a size or two too small. His cropped hair was specked with grays.

      “That’s right,” Dale said. “Did we get him?”

      The cop shook his head.

      “No one home.”

      “Shit…” Dale took in a slow, deep breath, let it out. “Where’s Sadler?”

      “Across town,” the cop said. He motioned to the house. “We found something you’re gonna want to see, sir.”

      The cop led Dale and Nash through the living room to an office. There were another couple cops there, standing beside the desk, and they stepped to the side as Dale and the others approached.

      “These were in the desk.”

      Two books. Coffee-table style, large and flashy.

      
        
        Mind of Madness: Serial Killers and American Society

      

      

      And…

      
        
        Unidentified American Serial Killers

      

      

      The latter had strips of paper marking several parts of the book.

      Dale grabbed a tissue from the box on the desk and opened Minds of Madness. There was very little text, mostly stock imagery. Lots of colorful charts and graphs, sidebars and special info boxes.

      He closed it and opened Unidentified American Serial Killers. He turned to the first marked page.

      It was a page dedicated to a single serial killer, the name blazoned across the top of the page. Dale said the name aloud.

      “The Atlanta Ripper.”

      He flipped to the other marked pages, reading them aloud as well.

      “The Axeman of New Orleans. The Cleveland Torso Murderer. The Servant Girl Annihilator.”

      Nash leaned in closer, looking down at the last entry. “Servant Girl Annihilator…”

      Dale turned to him. “The latest victim. Mira Lyndon.”

      Dale scanned over the entry, reading out some of the details. “Austin, Texas. 1884 to 1885. Described by The New York Times as a ‘cunning madman insane on the subject of killing women.’ Seven women and one man murdered. Six of the women had a sharp object inserted into their ears.”

      Nash sighed. “Mira Lyndon has wounds on her right ear.”

      Dale nodded. “And she’s a maid at one of the hotels. A ‘servant girl.’” He kept reading. “‘As the murders happened three years before the Jack the Ripper slayings in London, some have speculated that the Servant Girl Annihilator and Jack the Ripper were the same man.’”

      He closed the book.

      “Well, that explains why I haven’t been able to make a historical connection. There isn’t a historical connection. The guy bought a coffee table book and is using unrelated killers as his models. Shit!”

      This happened sometimes with Dale’s investigations. Whereas most often he connected the historical dots, drawing a dramatic conclusion that ultimately led to his catching the bad guy—as had been the case during Dale’s first assignment with Nash when he made the connection among the 1871 fires—every now and then the historical facts were so disconnected that it was impossible to use them for his investigation, leaving him feeling helpless. And pissed off.

      Nash leaned over and looked at the book.

      “Four marked pages, four murders. Looks like he finished what he set out to do.”

      Dale shook his head. “Or he’s just getting started, marking the pages as he finishes them.”

      Dale crossed his arms, took in a deep breath, looked about the office. On the wall across the room were covered with framed photos, images of Bowen with other people.

      He stepped to the wall. There were about a dozen photos, and Bowen was in every one. With fishing buddies. At a dive bar. Standing in front of out-of-state landmarks like the Grand Canyon and the Golden Gate Bridge. In most of the photos, he was with other people, and the men towered over him. Some of the women, too, were taller. And Bowen wasn’t just short. He was slight. Tiny.

      Dale thought of both the times he’d seen him, his sweatshirt cinched tight over his face—chasing him through the Promenade and Fordyce and when he’d killed Ern Plunkett. He’d been so small. But so lithe. So fast. So deadly.

      Bowen’s dark eyes looked at him from the photo. That smug, almost cold grin.

      Among the photos, there were only a couple of him with Mira. He had his arm around her in one of the images, around the curve of her side. A perfect curve. Seeing her in this image—looking healthy and normal again, not like Dale had last seen her at the hospital—Dale felt his earlier attraction return. She was so thin but so perfectly proportional. Her figure was lengthy but not at all stretched. She had such a unique physique, one that was entirely appealing.

      Dale looked at the man with the dark eyes, that hand wrapped around the perfect figure.

      The hand and the figure.

      The hand had gripped a knife that had chopped into the figure.

      Dale sighed out his anger.

      He turned to another photo, one without Mira. Bowen, wearing his spa uniform, stood in front of one of bathhouses—the Alistaire.

      He turned to Nash.

      “Let’s check out Bowen’s spa.”
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      The moist, warm air smelled of flowers. Or maybe perfume. Or maybe scented oil. Something sweet-smelling, anyway. There were sounds of laughter and splashing water in the back room; and there was a beautiful woman looking right at him. For a moment, Dale could almost forget that he was chasing down a serial killer.

      He and Nash stood at the counter of the Alistaire bathhouse. Across from them, wearing a tidy uniform, was Camila. She was Hispanic, mid-forties, and had the perfect, glowing skin of somebody who worked at a place like a spa—smooth, supple, and perfect. Her skin was olive, and her hair was dark. Her eyes, too, were dark and perfectly shaped, accented by the tiniest bit of makeup. Very attractive all around.

      The Alistaire’s walls were a green color with white accents—the molding and the areas above the rounded archways. Behind the desk where Camila stood was a large window looking out upon the spas. People in their bathing suits were peacefully relaxing in three large, steaming pools of water, their heads leaning back, towels and cups of water nearby.

      Dale had started the conversation with some charm but quickly abandoned it. Camila was in no mood for charm. Talking about Clyde Bowen pissed her off royally.

      “If you’re looking for Clyde, you might as well just walk right across the street to Sullivan’s. It’s a bar. He practically lives there.”

      “He’s not working today?” Dale said.

      “Supposed to be. He hasn’t been to work in three days. I’m covering one of his shifts as we speak.”

      “Did he give you any indication what he might be doing?”

      “Of course not,” she said and grabbed a white personal towel from a large stack on a shelf behind her. She began using it to wipe the counter. Evidently she needed an outlet for her frustration because the counter looked perfectly clean to Dale. “We’ve had so many troubles with this guy. This isn’t the first time he’s missed work. But it’s gonna be the last. Carol told me she’s gonna fire him the next time he comes in. It’s about time. So why are you guys looking into him? Did he do something while he was drunk? Skip out on a debt?”

      “The murders—we need to speak to Clyde about them.”

      Camila's lips parted. Suddenly her anger left. Shock replaced it.

      “Oh my god ... I know he’s a scumbag, but I would have never imagined ... I mean, he’s so shitty to women, but ... to kill them …”

      “Shitty to women? How do you mean?”

      Camila's eyes darted about, and it took her a moment to compose herself before she responded.

      “Well, he’s a masseuse. He has his hands all over them while they’re practically naked. And he’s charming. Very charming. I ... well, honestly, I went out with him a couple times when he first started working here. Anyway, he’d smooth-talk these women—young, old, it didn’t matter as long as they were attractive—and then he’d take them across the street to Sullivan’s.”

      “I imagine that’s against the spa’s policies, maybe even illegal, for a masseuse to make social arrangements with clients.”

      “Of course. But there’s not much Carol can say if Clyde goes to Sullivan’s and ‘happens’ to meet up with someone he’d seen here. That’s how he does it. Tells them to meet him over there when his shift’s over.”

      “But he has a girlfriend. Mira Lyndon.”

      Camila laughed hard. “I’ve never met the girl, but she must be blind as a bat. Or deaf. Because everyone knows about Clyde and his girls’.”
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        * * *

      

      Dale and Nash stood at another counter, facing another woman just as they had minutes prior at the Alistaire. Except this was a very different place. And a very different woman.

      They were at Sullivan's. A dive bar. Right across Central Avenue from the Alistaire Bathhouse. It was dark, and the overall color of the place was brown, but there were spots of green, red, and blue from an assortment of colored lightbulbs, neon signs, and illuminated black velvet paintings. It was a narrow place—shotgun-style—with the bar running on one side and on the other side a lone booth and two tables. In the back was a bathroom, a door for an office, and another door that led out. Cigarette smoke in the air. The smell of spilled beer. Sticky floors.

      The bartender’s name was Kathy, and she was likely ten years younger than Camila back at the Alistaire, but her skin had a lot more ‘character.’ And wrinkles. She looked like the kind of lady bartender who’d put up with too much shit for too many years. She wore a black tank top, faded, and her white bra straps showed on either side.

      There was a group of people in the booth, a couple more at a table, and two guys at the bar—one fairly average-looking man, and the other was the requisite barfly drunk. Gray, greasy hair, both hands on his beer, hunched over.

      Dale and Nash had positioned themselves close to the bar, squeezed in between the well-worn stools, and Kathy was giving them her time but not her full attention, as she kept looking back cautiously at the other people in the bar.

      “Yeah, Clyde brings his girls over here,” she said. “The jerk.”

      “Between the spa and here, Clyde doesn’t seem too popular.”

      “Oh, no. He’s popular around here, all right. Just not with me. Take a look.”

      Kathy pointed to the front wall, beside the entrance, which was covered in small photos in cheap frames.

      As Dale and Nash headed to the wall, Dale saw that the old drunk was looking his way. When Dale’s gaze caught his, the man quickly looked away, snickering.

      It was a typical assortment of bar pictures, with a lot more photos than had been on Bowen’s office wall. Dozens in dusty frames. People hanging on each other, beers in hand, doing nothing but … well, drinking.

      There were lots of photos of Bowen, several of which featured him with attractive women. Some with one lady. Others with two or three. One showed Bowen—the only male—with a group of eight women in bikini tops and denim shorts. As Dale’s eyes scanned over the images of Bowen, he noticed again his short height when standing next to other people in the photos, both men and women.

      On the far right side of the photo wall was a sectioned-off area with letters at the top that spelled out: SULLIVAN’S SUPPORTS COPS & FIREFIGHTERS. Bill Sadler was in several of these photos. Of the images with Sadler, four of them featured him and Bowen together: one showing the pair standing among a larger group of people; two of them featuring just Sadler and Bowen, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders; and a final one showing the two of them with the same group of bikini-top-clad women. Sadler’s short stature was on par with Bowen’s—almost the exact height—and since many of the bikini girls were in heels, they almost all towered over the two men.

      Dale and Nash returned to the bar.

      “I didn’t see any photos of Clyde with his girlfriend,” Dale said.

      The drunk snickered. “Which one?”

      The drunk and others around him laughed.

      Kathy scowled at the drunk and turned back to Dale.

      “Mira doesn’t come in here. She doesn’t like it. I don’t blame her. She’s not stupid. She knows what Clyde does. He’s an asshole.”

      “Hey!” the drunk shouted. “You watch ... and ... I ... You watch your mouth, Kathy. Clyde, he gets ... he... he gets all that pussy. And you’re just jealous.”

      The other men around him laughed again.

      Kathy planted her hands on the bar and shouted at the men.

      “Shut up! All of you!”

      This just made them laugh louder.

      Dale gave her a look that let her know he sympathized with her situation.

      “Thank you for your time.”

      Dale stepped back toward the photo wall. His eyes scanned over the images again.

      “What do you think?” Nash said behind him.

      “I think I’m starting to formulate an idea…”

      “You mind letting me in on it?”

      Dale grinned at him. “Not just yet.”

      “But—”

      A voice cut Nash off.

      “Excuse me.”

      A neat man—cleaner in appearance than most of the others in the bar, with parted hair, a yellow polo shirt, and pressed corduroy pants—stepped up to them.

      There was a concerned look on his face.

      “You’re looking for Clyde Bowen?”

      “That’s right,” Dale said.

      “I have something I think you’ll want to see.”
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      The neat man opened up the door at the back of the bar, revealing Exchange Street beyond, the quasi-alley. He held it open for Dale and Nash, letting them pass.

      And a burlap sack fell over Dale’s head.

      Someone grabbed Dale from behind, getting him into a full Nelson.

      Then there was a punch to his ribs.

      Dale bent over grunting.

      “Like that, huh?” a man’s voice said.

      Dale heard a punch landing behind him—a fist thumping into flesh—and then Nash yelling out in pain.

      Dale took another blow, this one to the stomach. He doubled over again.

      Another punch, across the face, burlap scratching into his cheek.

      Another ugly voice spoke to him. “You just watch how close you follow Clyde Bowen, now.”

      And a third man’s voice. “And you ain’t never finding their place!”

      Dale listened intently, sensed someone coming at him, and used it to his advantage.

      He pulled to the side suddenly, and the blow that was intended for him hit the man holding him in a full Nelson from behind. The man yelled out, and his grip loosened.

      Dale threw his head back, cracking the man’s forehead. He released Dale, and Dale instantly reached for the sack on his head.

      Just before he could grab it, there was a whoosh sound of something being swung through the air followed by an incredibly sharp pain on the back of his thighs, sending him to the ground. Dale knew it was some sort of board or pipe that struck him across the back of the legs.

      There was the clatter of the object landing on the ground, followed by footsteps at a run, going away down Exchange Street.

      Dale tore the sack off his head. Raindrops hit his cheeks, cold against the flush of his new wounds.

      He saw four men were sprinting away. One of them looked back and made eye contact with Dale for a split second. It was the old drunk that had been at the bar.

      “Oh, shit!” the drunk said and quickly turned back around, ran faster.

      Beside Dale, Nash was also on the ground, burlap sack still on his head. A couple feet away was a pool cue, which had clearly been what struck Dale across the back of his legs.

      Dale groaned. He could hardly move as he reached out and pulled the sack off Nash’s head.

      “You okay, buddy?”

      Nash looked at him through half-closed eyes. “No, Dale. No, I’m not.”

      There was the squeak of hinges to the side. The back door to the bar opened. The neat man stepped out.

      “Oh my goodness! What happened to you guys? Well, there was something I really wanted to show you two out here, but it looks like you’re taking a nap. I’ll show you another time.”

      He gave Dale a nasty little smile and walked back into the bar.

      Groaning more, Dale rolled himself onto his back, stared into the gray, rainy sky. Drops fell on his face.

      He thought about the two walls of photos: the one at Bowen’s house and the one in Sullivan’s. And more ideas began to gel in his mind. He grinned.

      “Dale?” Nash said.

      “Yes?”

      “What the hell are you smiling about? What could you possibly have to smile about right now?”

      “I’m onto something, Nash. And we need to get back to Clyde Bowen’s house. But first, it’s such a lovely day, why don’t we just lie here in the alley for a few minutes.”

      “Sounds just swell,” Nash said, his voice groaning.
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      Ten minutes later, Nash put a hand to the roof of the car and steadied himself as Dale swung Arancia past another vehicle, one that hadn’t yielded to the siren.

      Arancia’s wipers flashed across the windshield. Outside, the rain streaked up her shiny, mirror-smooth finish. It had started to rain harder just as they’d peeled themselves off the ground behind the bar.

      When they’d been lying next to the dumpster, recovering from their beating, Nash thought for sure that the injuries would slow Dale down, that it would take some time after they’d gotten back up for him to fully get back to speed.

      But as soon as they got in Arancia, he went right back to business. And now they were barreling down the road, headed back to Clyde Bowen’s house.

      The road opened up a bit before them, and Dale dropped the stick. The engine roared, and they rocketed forward.

      “You’re my consultant on this assignment, Nash, and now I need your expertise more than ever. Tell me, would a serial killer dream of having a network, some sort of way of having constant victims, a non-ending supply? Or is the scarcity part of the thrill?”

      “You’re solving this thing, aren’t you?” Nash said.

      “I’m getting a good idea, yes.”

      “Which is?”

      Dale tapped the brakes. A car in front of them was slow to pull over. Once it was clear, Dale gunned the gas.

      “Just answer the question. Please.”

      Dale’s evasiveness was starting to piss Nash off. But he answered.

      “I can’t speak for every serial killer’s brain, of course. I imagine for some, the thrill of the hunt would be a big part of it. But for my fantasies, yes, a systematic, endless supply would be ideal.”

      Dale nodded, grinning. “Then I am onto something.”

      “If you expect me to be of any real help here, you can stop being so secretive.”

      “Nash, I have an idea, and I need to follow up on it. You gotta trust me when I say that I can’t tell you what I’m thinking at the moment. We’re in this together, but the truth of the matter is, you’re a consultant, not an agent. And I don’t have to share anything with you. Sorry to be harsh, but them’s the facts, buddy.”

      Nash looked at Dale coldly, then turned and looked out the passenger window.

      Ahead was the sign for Pullman Road. Clyde Bowen’s road.

      Dale flipped on his turn signal, touched the brakes for the slightest moment, then thrashed Arancia onto the road.
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      Nash hurried to keep up with Dale and the muscular cop they’d met earlier, the latter of whom was escorting them through the house and back to Clyde Bowen’s office again.

      The cop stopped at the office door and gestured them inside.

      “And has Sadler stopped by yet?” Dale asked as they stepped into the room.

      “No, sir. Not yet.”

      Dale gave him a nod, and the cop left.

      They were alone in the room. Dale walked to the desk. Nash followed. Dale took a tissue from the box and opened the book to the index. He took a small notebook and pen out of his pocket and handed them to Nash.

      “Will you write down the list of names?” he said and pointed to the listing of chapters, each of which was dedicated to a different unidentified serial killer.

      “Your wish is my command,” Nash said.

      Dale looked at him for a moment then stepped away to the photos on the wall.

      Nash copied the list.

      When he was done, he turned around and saw Dale staring at the photos, hands behind his back. His head scanned over the rows, like he was reading, occasionally stopping for a long moment at one of the frames.

      Finally, he turned around and faced Nash.

      There was a serious look on his face. “I need to get back to the hospital.”
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      The rain was pouring now.

      Dale and Nash stepped out of the deluge and under the porte cochere, headed toward the front entrance of the hospital. Both men shook the rain out of their hair with their hands.

      Dale came to a stop.

      “What are you doing?” Nash said.

      “I need to speak to her. To Mira Lyndon. I need to confirm something. And I don’t want you there.”

      “Oh, well … no offense taken.”

      “We’re in this together. We are,” Dale said. “But right now, I’m protecting you. You just need to trust me.”

      Nash didn’t answer. He shook his head, turned around, and took a few steps away.
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      Dale strode quickly down the hall toward Mira Lyndon’s hospital room. A uniformed officer sat at the chair by door, the same cop who had been there earlier. He stood up when he saw Dale.

      Black, tall, and lean. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-one. His mustache was teenagerishly wispy, and his lanky limbs hadn’t completely filled out. His skin was a light caramel, spattered with freckles. His name tag said BRENNAN.

      “Officer Brennan?” Dale said and flashed his badge. “Special Agent Conley.”

      “Yes, sir. They told us you might be stopping by.”

      Dale motioned behind them. “Sadler wants to see you.”

      Brennan cocked his head.

      “Really?”

      “In the cafeteria.”

      Brennan nodded, still confused, and took off.

      Dale hated to lie.

      He entered the room. Mira Lyndon’s eyes fell upon him as he approached. She watched him cautiously, almost fearfully. A nurse with a clipboard stood over her, and she watched Dale as he approached.

      Dale pointed at the  the bed. “Could she and I have a minute?”

      The nurse gave a small smile as an affirmative, made one more quick note, and walked past him.

      When she was out of the room, Dale closed the door. He then went to the side of the bed and pulled up the same chair he’d sat in earlier. He positioned himself closer to the bed this time, leaning his arms on the bed rail.

      His quick, assertive actions seemed to puzzle her, making her watch him even more suspiciously, fearfully. Dale didn’t want to upset a shell-shocked individual who’d suffered the way she had only hours prior, but time was extremely limited. He didn’t have time to be gentle.

      “Miss Lyndon, how many police have come to see you today?”

      She thought this over. “You and your consultant this morning. A couple uniformed officers later.”

      “But no detectives?”

      Mira shook her head no. Her mouth opened. Dale saw her stomach rise and lower quickly.

      “You know why I asked that, don’t you? Why I want to know about detectives. That’s why you’re short of breath.”

      She nodded, her eyes going wider, lower lip quivering slightly.

      “Bill Sadler is the detective in charge of the Hot Springs’ side of the investigation,” Dale said. “Did you know that?”

      “Oh no,” she said. “No…”

      “Sadler and your boyfriend are good friends. Aren’t they? Very good friends.”

      “Yes.”

      “And they take part in certain … activities together?”

      Hearing this made her shudder. “Yes. But I would have never thought Clyde was capable of what he did to me this morning, and—”

      “Of course you wouldn’t. What I don’t know is if Sadler is just covering for your boyfriend … or if he’s part of the killings. I could go to the higher-ups at HSPD, try to convince them that one of their most decorated detectives was somehow connected to the murders and was manipulating the evidence. Someone they’ve known for years, someone they trust. And I’d be going to them as an out-of-towner and a fed, who local cops often distrust. In the meantime more women could get slaughtered. And you would remain in here, a sitting duck. That’s not the route I’m taking. This investigation is completely corrupt. And you’re not safe.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Again Dale didn’t have time to be gentle. There were a thousand different ways he could go about what he needed to say next. He could ease his way into it. He could lay out more of the facts he’d uncovered, try to appeal to her logical side. He could ask her kindly, making sure it was her decision.

      But there was no time for any of that. So he just said, “I’m getting you out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Nash stood outside the hospital’s front entrance, under the shelter of the porte cochere. Beyond, the rain poured. He watched the patterns in the air, blankets of raindrops, rolling and twisting. They shimmered in the streetlights, which had already turned on even though it was only two in the afternoon. It was that gloomy. Another gust blew more mist onto his bare arms, collecting in little droplets on his arm hairs, chilling him and causing his skin to goosebump.

      There was a voice from behind him.

      “Nash.”

      Nash turned around. Stepping toward him was Dale …

      And Mira Lyndon.

      Dale’s leather jacket was draped over her shoulders. Bandages were visible. She looked frightened. And Dale looked determined, cold.

      “Jesus Christ!” Nash said, stepping toward him. “What is this? What the hell have you done, Dale??”

      “Mira and I are leaving.”

      Dale put his hand on Mira Lyndon’s shoulder and guided her forward. They walked past Nash and into the rain, each of them instantly soaked. The raindrops plopped on Dale’s leather jacket, running in waves down Mira’s back.

      Nash followed. The rain washed over him. He was instantly cold. His hair weighed down against his head.

      “Dale!”

      Dale didn’t stop, didn’t turn around.

      “Dale, goddammit, she’s hurt! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Dale finally turned around. He and Mira faced him.

      “I thought we were in this together,” Nash said.

      Dale shook his head. “No, Nash. You’re done here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Then he points a gun at you,” Ventress said.

      Nash nodded.

      She’d said it in a leading way, trying to further paint a picture for the other people in the room.

      But Nash remembered what it had actually been like.

      The look on Dale’s face when he’d aimed the Model 36 at him—it had been a determined look, resolute. He simply was not going to let Nash come with him. But there was nothing in the expression that said he would actually shoot him. That was something a person like Ventress could never understand—the way two people can communicate without saying a word. Pointing a gun at another person is a serious thing. But Dale’s non-verbals had spoken for themselves.

      “That’s right,” Nash said. “And he told me I needed to get out of town. But HSPD intercepted me at the motel, so I’m guessing they found out pretty quickly what Dale had done.”

      Sadler leaned forward in his seat.

      “You’re damn right we did. And we’re gonna catch that son of a bitch soon enough.”

      “You’re not going to do shit, Detective Sadler, until I say you can,” Ventress said. “Your department is merely assisting my investigation.” She turned back to Nash. “Conley gave you absolutely no clue why he did what he did? None at all?”

      “Not a bit. He said that the less I knew, the safer I’d be.”

      Sadler threw up his hands. “Oh, come on! He’s lying. This guy’s just as nuts as Conley.”

      “Quiet,” Ventress said. And then to Nash: “By your own admission, Conley makes his own rules, acts impulsively. And now he’s gone so far as to kidnap an attempted murder victim from the hospital, the killer’s girlfriend. Still you defend him. Why?”

      It was clear to Nash that this lady just wasn’t getting it. Even though she was obviously a dedicated law enforcer—a field steeped in righteous concepts and lofty ideals—she just couldn’t seem to comprehend how one human being could have strong faith in another, even if they’d been hurt by the other person in some way.

      “Because he does the things he does based on a code of honor. Whatever he’s done since he left the hospital yesterday, I’m certain it’s been noble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      As Dale and Mira quickly walked away from the hospital in the pouring rain, Dale began to formulate a plan. He had them going in the direction of the Grand Promenade. A park. A place to regroup and develop a plan for where they were going to stay. And then they would go from there.

      This planning was not only immediately necessary, but it also served a critical second purpose. It was a needed distraction, something to keep his mind centered on the present and away from the immediate past. Because the realization of what he had done hadn’t quite struck him yet.

      Taking a witness, the victim...

      He wasn’t going to focus on it. He was going to remain centered on the present.

      “We’ll need a place to stay low for a while. Until I can get this sorted out. They’re going to be watching for us. They’ll have all exits to town monitored. It’ll need to be somewhere in town. Like an abandoned building or—”

      “I have a place we can stay. It’s safe,” Mira said. “We need to take Goat Rock Trail to get there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Dale and Mira were sloshing through a soaking wet trail in the middle of the woods, so wet that a small stream of water had formed, cutting through the mud. Dale’s boots suctioned in the murk, and his socks inside were completely soaked. The misery of wet clothes that he despised so much was upon him in full force.

      “Lucky for us, no one hikes in the rain,” Dale said, slipping in the mud again. “This is one way to make an escape.”

      Mira pointed. "That’s Goat Rock.” Ahead of them, a large rock formation jutted out of the side of the mountain, visible through the trees. “We have to get off the trail from here on out.”

      They stepped into the woods.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dale sniffed the dry air as he and Mira ducked into the mouth of the cave. As he brushed the wet hair out of his face, he took in his new surroundings. The cave was the size of a small bedroom. Squarish in shape. In one corner was a flashlight and a large jug of water. In the other was a ratty mattress with a few scattered blankets and a couple pillows

      “This was my hideout when I was a kid,” Mira said. “To get away from my father. He … was no good. I dragged the mattress all the way from our house, through the woods and up the mountain. A ten year old girl. Can you believe that?”

      Dale smiled at her.

      “Have you been here recently?” he said, pointing toward the flashlight and jug of water.

      “Like I said, as a kid, I used to come up here to get away from my father. But I’ve also started coming up here the last couple years to get away from Clyde. Whenever I knew he was out with one of those other girls. It makes me feel safe. Does that seem weird to you?”

      "Not at all.”

      He noticed a large eye bolt screwed into the rock wall over the mattress. He pointed at it, gave her a confused shrug.

      “Oh, yes. I hung a painting there when I was a kid,” she said. “Something happy, something to help me forget my home life.”

      “Your eye bolt was a bit big,” Dale said with a smile. “You could have hung a twenty-gallon drum off that thing.”

      She chuckled, shrugged. “It’s what I had.”

      Dale gestured to the mattress.

      "Lie down. Please. We need you to rest. I’ll try to figure out when you need to take your pills.”

      Mira nodded and walked to the mattress. She covered with one of the blankets.

      Dale opened the pharmacy bag and inspected the bottles, squinting at the directions printed on the sides.

      “How did you figure it out?” she said.

      Dale looked down at her in the bed.

      “That Sadler’s protecting Clyde?”

      She nodded.

      “Sadler had told me that he didn’t know Clyde very well. But the photo wall at Sullivan’s, where Clyde spends so much of his time, said just the opposite, that they’re best friends. The photos also showed the pair with lots of women, and by this point Nash and I had been learning about Clyde’s activities with females. Sadler had been missing all day, and the last time I’d seen him was after you showed up here at the hospital, when he said he was going to look for Clyde. Sadler had lied about his relationship to Clyde, that much was certain, but the rest was a big hunch of mine, which you were able to confirm.”

      “Well, aren’t you just Sherlock Holmes?”

      "I’d have preferred if you said ‘James Bond,’ but thanks.” Dale gave her a grin. “It looks like your next antibiotic isn’t for a while, but do you need a pain pill?”

      She shook her head, wearing a polite smile. “Feeling okay at the moment. Thank you.” She leaned up on the mattress, balancing on an elbow, looking directly at Dale. “There’s something else you should know. Something that might help you figure all this out.”

      Dale stepped toward her. “I’m listening.”

      “This is … really embarrassing. Mortifying.”

      Dale spoke to her earnestly. “I need to know anything I can to help catch Clyde, Mira. Whatever you say, there will be no judgment from me.”

      She looked past him. Took in a breath. And began.

      “Clyde and Bill are the best of friends. And they share everything. Everything. The first time Clyde suggested it to me … I didn’t believe him. I thought it was some sort of fantasy of his. It disgusted me. But he kept pressuring and pressuring until finally I ended up in a room with the both of them. He watched. Can you believe that? That was part of his whole thing. Watching. They’d trade back and forth. This went on for months. Eventually neither one of them was the watcher. They were both participants. I hated it so much that we had a fight, and Clyde told me that he had plenty of other opportunities with his other women. After that, he’d hardly touch me. And he did just as he said. He and Bill worked those other girls over. God knows how many of them. But they had a few regulars. The ones who’ve been killed so far. So when you say that you think Bill could be involved and not just protecting Clyde, I think you’re onto something.”

      “I’m … so sorry.”

      “You must think I’m worthless. That I’m garbage.”

      Dale stepped closer, got to his knees beside the bed.

      “No … no, no, no.”

      “That’s the way they looked at me. Like a piece of garbage. Looming over me…”

      She brought a hand to her face, began crying.

      Dale took her free hand between his, patted it reassuringly.

      “We’re gonna get this figured out, Mira.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      An hour had passed. Mira was now resting in the bed. She’d taken her antibiotic and a pain pill, and both of them had drunk water from the jug.

      Dale sat by the mouth of the cave, staring forward at the opposite wall, deep in thought. Earlier, he had recognized that the immediate rush of activity and planning was a distraction for him from the realization of what he’d done. And now that there was some relative quiet, some relative peace, the thought intruded upon his mind. Completely, fully realized.

      He had taken a witness away from a murder investigation.

      This could get very bad very fast. But he wasn’t one to dwell. So he would put it out of his mind again. And besides, dwelling was the last thing he should be doing right now. Mira’s condition and everything that came with it—persuading her to rest, monitoring her meds, pondering how to get her food—needed to come first. And it was providing a welcome distraction.

      Suddenly, her voice cracked through the silence, making him jump.

      “I did love him, you know.”

      Dale turned.

      “Really loved him,” she continued. “For way too long.” She paused. “That must seem crazy to you.”

      “No. Trust me. I’ve seen crazier.”

      “What about you?”

      “Am I crazy? I guess a little. Aren’t we all?”

      Mira laughed.

      “I mean, do you have someone you love?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever?”

      Dale didn't respond immediately. This wasn’t something he normally talked about. He tried not to even think about it. “I’ve only had one real girlfriend. And the L word was a bit of a contentious point between us.”

      “What was her name?”

      Dale looked back at her. She had turned around on the mattress so that her head was now at the foot end, getting close to him. Her head was in her hands, elbows beneath. Like a little girl at a slumber party. Asking the gross boy about his girlfriends.

      Dale reminded himself what had happened to her less than twenty-four hours earlier. He could oblige her.

      “Allie,” he said.

      “She must’ve been pretty special if she’s the only real girlfriend you’ve ever had.”

      He thought of Allie then. The dark red hair. The occasional bouts of sarcasm. The smile. “She was a special gal, that’s for sure.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      Dale really didn’t like talking about things like this. Relationships. Emotions. Bleh.

      Come on, man, his inner voice said. Her boyfriend tried to kill her this morning.

      “I met Allie on an assignment,” he said. “She and her father were treasure hunters. She’s tenacious. Smart. Tough as hell in some ways. And in some ways incredibly soft. Red hair, curly. Freckles. Curves like you would not believe.”

      “And you broke her little heart?”

      “Actually, she broke mine.”

      “Do you still think about her?”

      Dale shrugged. “Against my better judgement, she does pop into my head from time to time.”

      “Good memories or bad?”

      “Good. I try to filter out the bad in life. You know, it’s funny—the memory that sticks out the most to me is this one time in bed.”

      Mira groaned and let out a small laugh. “In bed. Of course. Such a guy way of remembering someone.”

      “Not like that,” Dale said. “Just literally in bed together. Sleeping. And I woke up.”
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        * * *

      

      Allie’s apartment. Years ago.

      The window was open. Allie liked to sleep that way. She liked natural air, even in the middle of the city.

      She was spooned against Dale, asleep. His arm was around her, nestled in the curve above her hip.

      He was awake. He stared past Allie to the window. The sun hadn’t come up yet. A bit of light from the streetlight outside her window came into the room. His attention turned to the back of her head, the mass of curly hair right in front of his face.

      He buried his nose in it, closed his eyes, and inhaled.

      Allie stirred awake. She looked back over her shoulder for a moment before letting her head fall back to the pillow.

      “What are you doing?"

      “Smelling your hair.”

      “Really, Dale. Why are you awake?”

      “I tolds ya,” he said in a thick drawl. “I’s smellin’ yer hair. You smell real nice, purdy lady.”

      “You’re weirder than a blind optometrist. At least I didn’t catch you playing with my boobs or something.”

      She rolled over, faced him, put her hand on his face, stroked her finger back and forth over his stubble.

      “You like the smell of my hair?”

      “It smells like ... I don’t know, kind of clean but also kind of like a really subtle perfume. Or wildflowers, maybe.”

      “It’s lavender, goofball. Essential oil. From the natural shampoo I use.”

      “No. I know what your shampoo smells like. It’s not just that. It’s you.”

      She looked at him for a moment, still rubbing his cheek.

      “I love you, Dale.”

      Dale smiled and kissed her on her forehead.

      The ethereal look on Allie’s face faded, became a bit pained.“You still can’t say it back.”

      Dale didn't respond, just continued with his smile.

      Allie shook her head. “You know, if you’re smelling a person’s hair at four in the morning, it means you love them.”

      “Well, I—”

      “Shh.”

      She squeezed up against him, resting her face on his chest, head under his chin.

      “Just be quiet. Let’s get another hour or two of sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why couldn’t you say it back to her?”

      Dale paused before answering. He’d been reminding himself of what Mira had been through, but there were some things he just wasn’t going to share, no matter what had happened to her.

      “It’s a long story.” He stood up and walked toward the supplies. “You need your antibiotic. Then we need to get some rest. I’m gonna head into town tomorrow to see what I can dig up.”

      He picked up the pharmacy bag and started going through the contents. There was a noise behind him. Mira had gotten out of bed.

      “Hey, what are you doing? You shouldn’t be up.”

      Mira went to the water bucket.

      “Water. I’ll need some for the pill. And you haven’t had any fluids in at least an hour.”

      “I can get—”

      “Don’t be silly.”

      She took the lid off the water jug, grabbed the pair of tin cups sitting beside it, and ladled water into them. She walked over to him, reaching one of the cups in his direction.

      “Good for what ails ya.”

      Dale took the cup, trading her an antibiotic capsule. While she took her pill, Dale downed his cup of water. She was right. He was parched.

      When he’d drained it, he smacked his lips together, trying to decipher the taste.

      “Huh,” he said. “This tastes different from the water I had earlier. Bit of a metallic taste.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s understandable,” she said. “Each of the springs in town has a different mineral composition, which gives each one a different taste. People have their favorites.”

      Dale took her empty cup from her and placed both cups by the jug. He pointed at the mattress. “Someone tried to ... really hurt you this morning, and you haven’t slept yet. It’s time for you to get some rest.”

      “Okay.” She walked over to the mattress, climbed under the blankets again.

      Dale lowered himself to the cave floor and stretched out. The rocky surface immediately dug into his back. It was going to be a long night. Maybe if he—

      “Hey.”

      Dale turned. Mira was propped up on an elbow in the bed.

      “There’s no need for you to sleep on the ground. It’s a queen-size mattress. There’s plenty of room.”

      It was an incredibly kind offer from someone with bandages all over her, someone who should have been in a hospital bed. “I’ve slept on a lot worse. I’m fine, thank you.”

      She stared and didn't respond for a moment.

      “Dale, I ... I don’t want to be alone tonight. Lie in bed with me. Please.”

      Dale shook his head.

      “I’m sorry. It wouldn’t be appropriate. I’ll sleep right beside the mattress. How about that?”

      “I keep imagining Clyde walking through the mouth of the cave.”

      “We’re safe. He doesn’t know about the cave, and—”

      “He does know this place.”

      Dale turned on her. “What? I thought you said—”

      “He found out that this was where I used to come to hide out. And he liked the place. Oh, Jesus. And so this is where he and Bill started bringing their girls for a while. They haven’t been here in months, so I don’t think he would guess that I’ve come here, but…”

      She trailed off.

      “Oh my god,” Dale said.

      Now he too was imagining Bowen walking into the cave, knife in hand…

      “Dale ... please?”

      She looked at him, gestured with her eyes to the empty area of the bed. Utter fright painted all over her face, tears welling.

      Dale took in a slow breath, exhaled.

      “Okay.”

      Dale stood and walked over, paused, then pulled the blankets aside and got in bed.

      Dale stared at the ceiling, his mouth open slightly, feeling rather uncomfortable.

      “Thank you.”

      He felt the mattress shake beside him for a couple moments as Mira settled in. Then it stopped, and he could hear deep breathing. After everything that happened to her, he had guessed she would either fall asleep straight away or be awake all night. He was glad she did the prior. She needed rest badly.

      As for Dale, he knew he was going to be awake for a while. His mind wouldn’t be quiet.

      Witness. Victim.

      Two words; one person.

      And Dale was lying in bed with her.

      Yes, he would be awake for a while. He stared at the texture of the rock ceiling, illuminated by the tiniest bit of light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale’s eyes opened. The cave was still gloomy, but there was much more light than when he’d finally closed his eyes. It was morning. Another bleak day outside. It was raining just as hard as it had been when they went to bed.

      He felt something, turned to the side.

      And jumped.

      Mira was curled up on his shoulder.

      She must have found her way over some time during the night. Dale hadn’t noticed.

      He slowly transferred her head off his shoulder and onto a pillow then got out of the bed. He grabbed his leather jacket, walked to the mouth of the cave, and looked back.

      She slept soundly.

      He left.
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        * * *

      

      In town, Dale walked with his head hung low, avoiding eye contact, concealing his appearance as much as possible.

      He went to a newspaper box, inserted a quarter, and took out a paper. Rain pattered it as soon as he took it out.

      The top headline of the Hot Springs Tribune was:

      
        
        LATEST VICTIM OF SERIAL KILLER ABDUCTED BY FEDERAL AGENT

      

      

      Below this were two photos: one of Mira—a smiling snapshot—and beside it, Dale’s file photo, the one where he’s making a goofy face, eyes wide, cheek bulging.

      Dale folded the paper under his arm, lowered his head again, and took off at a brisk pace.
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        * * *

      

      A dingy, single-stall gas station bathroom. The smell of a thousand pisses. Phone numbers and lewd jokes scratched into the paint.

      Dale locked the deadbolt and tore open a plastic bag of disposable plastic razors, took out a few, and tossed the rest in the trash can. He stuck all of the razors but one in his interior jacket pocket.

      He turned on the faucet, pushed the handle on the soap dispenser a few times, then used the running water to work up a lather, which he put on his cheeks.

      After a few minutes of work, Dale splashed water onto his face, rinsing the soap off. He examined his handiwork in the mirror. He had shaved his stubble down to a goatee.

      Not bad.

      His stubble beard was a bit thicker than usual, so while the goatee was certainly not full, the shape was defined and noticeable, like he'd decided to start growing one not too long ago. He compared his reflection to his image in the newspaper. It was enough to make him look slightly different.

      He put his sunglasses on and left.
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        * * *

      

      Dale squatted behind a tree in a wooded area atop a rocky hill. The trees were helping with the rain a bit, but he was still drenched. He was eating peanuts from a small plastic bag, and he watched the building below.

      It was a police station, squad cars parked all around it.

      The rear door opened, and Sadler walked out, taking shelter under an umbrella and heading toward an old pickup truck.

      Dale quickly stood up, shoved the bag of peanuts into his pocket, and headed down the hill. He stepped out into the parking lot.

      The pouring rain, the puddles.

      “Sadler!”

      Sadler looked up, startled. Then shock appeared on his face as he recognized Dale.

      Dale walked right up to him.

      “Conley! Some nerve, showing up at a police station. What the hell have you done with her?”

      “Oh, no. That’s not how this is happening. I’m the one asking the questions. Starting with, where is Clyde Bowen?”

      Sadler’s mouth opened. He didn't respond.

      “Clyde Bowen. You know, the serial killer? The guy chopping up women around town. The guy you said is a casual acquaintance but who’s actually your best buddy. The guy you tag team women with, including Mira Lyndon. You know, that guy.”

      Sadler’s confused look quickly turned into a dark smirk.

      “You know nothing.”

      “I know that you’re covering for Bowen. Everything leads back to you. And that stupid look on your face tells me more than any clues I’ve found yet.”

      “You kidnapped a witness, you dumb shit. A survivor. It doesn’t matter what evidence you have or think you have. You’re null and void. I can stand here, right outside the police station, look you in the eye, and tell you with zero fear that you’re goddamn right I’m covering for Clyde. I’m running the local side of this investigation. I know this town, its people. And by the time this is all over, I’ll make that little bitch Mira Lyndon look like a petty, vindictive, jaded woman who was willing to pin something horrific on a boyfriend just because he liked to fool around.”

      “I know something else, too,” Dale said.

      “Is that so?”

      “I know that they’re gonna give me a damn medal when I bring your ass in.”

      Sadler let out a laugh.

      “Are you kidding me, Conley? The whole city and the National Park Service are after you. And the FBI, too. They just got into town. You kidnapped a witness, a victim, and the suspect’s girlfriend all rolled into one. So no matter what you think you know, I’ll be the one getting the accolades for bringing your ass in.”

      Dale smiled.

      “Well. May the best man win.”

      They stared at each other. Sadler threw his umbrella aside. Another moment of staring.

      And then they both sprang into action.

      They collided, arms instantly entangled, and after a quick flurry of grappling, their hands were at each other’s throats, eyes locked, mouths snarling.

      Sadler got a foot angled in front of Dale’s leg and gave him a solid shove, sending him flying at the truck. Dale collided with it, hard, snapping his head back. The truck squeaked on its ancient suspension.

      Sadler lunged at him, and at the same time, Dale swung a fist. Sadler’s forward momentum met the motion of Dale’s punch, and the timing of the collision was perfect, cracking hard against Sadler’s eye socket.

      Sadler stumbled back, badly shaken. The area around his eye where Dale had slugged him was violently pink, and some blue was already showing up. It was going to be one hell of a black-eye. Dale pushed off the truck and smashed into him.

      There was another flurry of action as Dale struggled with the dazed Sadler, getting his arms behind his back.

      Then there was a noise.

      Dale looked up, saw the back door open again.

      A uniformed officer stepped out, saw Dale.

      “Hey!”

      He ran toward him.

      “Shit!”

      Dale threw Sadler’s shirt over the guy’s head then ran back up the rocky hill.

      He quickly lost himself in the trees and positioned himself around a trunk, plastered his back against it. He held still, listened.

      The cop’s footsteps approached, getting louder.

      Dale scooted around the tree, keeping himself out of sight.

      The footsteps stopped. Paused. And then continued past him, growing quieter as they got farther away.

      Dale stole a glance around the trunk and then headed back down the hill to the police station.
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      Bill Sadler’s pickup truck came to a stop across the street from the stately Arlington Hotel in downtown, a tall building that capped the end of Bathhouse Row. There was a pause then the door opened, and Sadler got out.

      For several moments, the truck sat motionless. And then a tarp in the back rustled.  Stopped. And then it flew to the side.

      Dale’s head popped up. He peered out over the top of the truck bed. Scanned the area. He found Sadler and watched as he crossed the street, heading toward the hotel.

      Dale sank back down into the truck’s bed and looked through the junk Sadler had stored back there. There was a rake, some rusty exercise weights, an old bird cage… He found a red flannel and stuffed it under his arm. He kept looking and came up with a filthy, sweat-stained trucker cap. He sniffed it cautiously.

      “Eww.”

      He hesitated for a moment then put the hat on and hopped out of the truck bed, onto the sidewalk. He looked around cautiously, scanning for people. Which was stupid. No one was out in the pouring rain. So he quite conspicuously went to the driver-side door and tried the handle. Unlocked.

      He climbed in, getting out of the rain. He scanned in the gaps between the seats, the ashtray, under the floor-mats, and finally found what he was looking for tucked under one of the visors. A spare set of keys. He shoved the keys in his pocket, threw the baggy flannel on over his leather jacket, and went back out into the rain.

      He crossed the street to the Arlington. There was a colonnade running along the front of the building with lots of fancy chairs and accompanying tables. He saw Sadler ahead, by the hotel’s entrance, talking to someone he recognized. A tall woman in her early sixties, silver-white hair, business suit.

      It was Alberta Ventress.

      Holy shit. They’d called in Ventress.

      For a split second, he was proud of his roguishness—being able to pull in that kind of heat—but this pride was quickly replaced by a more rational reaction.

      Ventress’ presence here spelled bad news for Dale.

      Very bad news indeed.

      Sadler and Ventress finished their short conversation and entered the hotel.

      Dale continued on, getting closer to the front doors. He took a seat at one of the fancy chairs and grabbed a discarded newspaper from the small table next to it. He opened the paper, feigned reading. It served as a nice tool to shield his face while he watched the entrance.

      Nash appeared around the corner.

      Oh, no.

      No.

      They’d gotten to Nash before he could get out of town…

      And, as he approached the hotel, he wasn’t alone. He was being escorted. Like a prisoner.

      A very well-dressed black man—whom Dale didn’t recognize—had him by the back of the arm and guided him through the entrance.

      A moment later, Dale’s boss, SAC Walter Taft, appeared around the same corner. It was such a nice surprise seeing the familiar face, that Dale’s instinct told him to run over and say hello. But instead he hid himself further behind the newspaper.

      Taft’s presence made the fact that Alberta Ventress was there even more deadly to Dale’s situation. They’d brought Dale’s boss in. They were planning something big.

      For a couple moments, no one else appeared. Dale stood, dropped the newspaper back on the table, and went into the hotel.

      The moment he pushed through the doors to the Arlington Hotel, Dale’s heart ached even more at the travesty of Taft’s second-cheapest lodging policy. This was where Dale should be staying in Hot Springs. It was massive and grand and you could smell the history coming out of the place. Indeed, Dale knew that the Arlington had a fascinating history, and it would have been great to stay at the place and explore not only the building itself but also the small museum-style historical display he saw set up in the back.

      But he couldn’t concern himself with what-might-have-beens at the moment because he saw the group he’d followed head to a door not far from the historical display and filter into the room beyond, taking their seats at a conference table. The door shut.

      Dale crossed the luxurious lobby to the desk where a thin, balding man gave him a small smile and tried to conceal the fact that he was eyeballing Dale’s soaking wet trucker cap and red flannel.

      “Excuse me,” Dale said. “The meeting room back there. I saw an old friend step in. Would it be possible for you to grab him for me? I’d just like to say hi.”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the man said. “Once the door’s shut, we’re not permitted to interrupt.”

      Dale nodded. He strummed his fingers on the counter, thinking. He spotted a stack of small, complimentary notebooks with the hotel letterhead on the top. Beside this was a cup filled with pens. He grabbed one of each.

      “Would you mind getting a note to him when they break from their meeting?”

      “Certainly.”

      Dale scribbled out his note.

      When he was done, he asked for an envelope, which the man provided. On the front he wrote: TAFT.

      He gave the man the note, thanked him, and crossed back to the front entrance.

      As soon as he pushed through the doors, the sound of the pouring rain greeted him. The fishy smell of never-ending downpours. At least there was the colonnade. He could get a few feet of protected walking before he had to get soaked. Again.

      He took off down the colonnade. And he spotted someone at the far end. Coming his direction. Someone he recognized. A cop. In uniform.

      It was Brennan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Brennan. The young, thin, black cop who’d been stationed outside Mira’s hospital room. The cop Dale had lied to, sent away, before he took Mira.

      By now, the whole of HSPD was certainly looking for Dale. And Brennan, surely, had a personal axe to grind—because there was no doubt the guy had gotten his ass chewed for allowing Dale to fool him and, thus, losing Mira Lyndon.

      Brennan spotted Dale. His eyes lit up.

      And he immediately bolted forward.

      “Hey! Freeze!”

      Dale didn’t freeze. He didn’t run away either. Instead he did something that was surely unexpected to Brennan.

      He started running right toward him.

      Talk about the element of surprise.

      And when they met, Dale extended his arms, striking Brennan in the chest.

      The cop let out an oomph and stumbled back.

      Dale kept running, and he could hear Brennan’s footsteps hot on his heels, echoing down the colonnade.

      It had been a nice attempt on Dale’s part, but he hadn’t gotten any separation. Brennan was right behind him. So Dale vaulted over the cement guardrail beside him and into some sopping-wet bushes, losing his balance and falling over  into the branches.

      Brennan landed beside him, nightstick drawn. He swung it the moment he saw Dale, catching Dale in the stomach.

      Dale bent in half.

      Brennan grabbed him by the flannel, pulled him in close.

      With one hand still on his stomach, Dale swung a fist, catching Brennan in the ribs.

      This gave Dale a bit of separation, but Brennan still had hold of him by the flannel.

      The flannel was flimsy and had been exposed to the elements in the back of Sadler’s truck, likely for a very long time. So Dale thought that if he pushed off hard enough, the sleeve might just rip right off, so he—

      His train of thought immediately changed gear.

      Because he’d spotted something.

      The wall he and Brennan had vaulted—the guardrail of the colonnade—had a sign that read WET PAINT, which had been hung right below a green accent strip. Someone had started a job a couple days ago before the rain and not finished. Dale could be sure of this because a couple feet away from the sign was a quart-sized paint can with drips of dried green paint running down the sides.

      And its lid was not sealed.

      Dale grabbed the paint can and swung it toward Brennan. The lid flew off, somersaulting into the bushes, and the paint flung out in a bright green slice, slapping Brennan right in the face.

      Brennan’s hands went to his eyes. He screamed.

      Paint to the eyes … yeah, that probably hurt like hell.

      His face was completely covered, and he clawed at his eyes, still screaming. There was a big stripe of green paint running diagonally across his dark uniform.

      Dale’s instinct was to reach out and help. This guy wasn’t a bad guy, after all. He was a cop.

      But Dale didn’t have a moment for moral reflection. He had to get the hell out of there.

      He sprinted away.

      He crossed the street, continued across a patch of grass, through some trees, and ended up on the brick pathway of the Grand Promenade area.

      He looked down at the red flannel. It was marred by green paint and looked ridiculous.

      And attention-grabbing.

      He tore it off and stuffed it into the next trash can, beside one of the benches.

      He lowered the trucker cap farther over his face, dropped his gaze to the brickwork, stuffed his hands into his pockets, and continued on, trying to look as casual as one possibly can strolling through the pouring rain.
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      “You didn’t have a goatee when you left,” Mira said with a smile, pointing at the impromptu grooming job Dale had done on himself when he was in town.

      He smiled back. A weak smile. It was the best he could muster, even though it felt great to finally be back in the shelter of the cave after an afternoon in the rain.

      “Enough about my fashion choices. Why aren’t you resting?”

      Mira bit her lip. “Too anxious.”

      “You need to take it easy and recover for a little while.” He paused. “Because tonight we’re leaving Hot Springs.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Dale stepped farther into the cave. “All of law enforcement is holding a meeting at the Arlington. City, NPS, the FBI. And my agency as well. I saw Alberta Ventress. Which means we need to get the hell out of town.”

      “You know her?”

      “I know of her. By reputation. She’s what you might call a cleaner. She mops up sticky situations. They could very well be out to neutralize me.”

      “Neutralize?” she said and stepped closer. “You mean…”

      “Quite possibly. And if that were to happen, then no one’s ever going to catch Clyde Bowen. Sadler’s heading the investigation locally, and he’d make sure that your accusation will be found delusional, vengeful. The case will go cold—just like all the serial killers Clyde has been modeling—or, worse, it’ll get pinned on someone else. I can’t let that happen. We need to get out of town, regroup, and I’ll come up with a new plan of attack.”

      “I’m not sure I’m in the best of conditions to hike for miles on end.”

      Dale grinned. “No need.” He held up the keys he’d swiped from the truck. “Transportation courtesy of Bill Sadler.”

      She smiled then brushed at the green paint on his leather jacket.

      “You must be exhausted. Here.”

      She walked over to the water jug.

      “Mira,” he said with a small, disbelieving laugh, “I appreciate your concern, but you’re the one who needs to rest.”

      Mira stepped back to him with a tin cup full of water.

      He took it.

      “Thanks.”

      He took a sip. Looked to this side, thinking.

      “We’ll sleep now,” he said. “And then we’ll take off in the middle of the night. It’s our best option. My only problem with everything is the amount of time it gives Clyde—and possibly Sadler as well—to kill another woman. Or women. It’s going to take time for us to get out of town, time to come up with a plan …”

      He caught her looking at him. She shook her head.“You really let the weight of the world fall on your shoulders, don’t you?”

      Dale gave her a grin.

      “Sometimes it just lands there.”

      He looked to the mouth of the cave.

      “He’s out there somewhere. Clyde Bowen. That’s the bitch of it all. I’ve seen him twice now—once on the Promenade and once when he killed Ernie Plunkett. And both times he was so close I could have grabbed him. But otherwise, he’s been nothing but a whisper. I’ve been chasing a ghost. And once we leave town, I can picture that ghost fading away, just like all those serial killers in his book.”

      Mira took the cup from him. Looked in and saw that he had finished the water. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t think he’ll disappear. He’ll show himself again. Someday.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      She set the cup down and stepped back up to him.

      “Because Clyde’s the kind of man whose needs escalate. One woman turned into two. Two turned into four turned into a dozen. Having his friend watch turned into watching his friend turned into joining with his friend. Spanking turned into slapping turned into beating turned into ... killing. He’ll never go back. Now that he’s been there, he’ll always need to kill. If you don’t catch him, someone else will.” She paused. “But I think it’ll be you.”

      She smiled at him.

      “Why does he do it? The escalation,” Dale said.

      “Power. Plain and simple. Short Man Syndrome. Napoleon Complex. He’s so small. No taller than me. Both him and Sadler. Little, tiny men; big, giant egos. Taking it out on the women they feel inferior to.”

      Dale realized then that there was something he needed to know. But he had to be careful about how he approached it. Very careful. He spoke cautiously.

      “How did it happen? The attack.”

      She didn't respond immediately. She looked away, to the floor. Her eyes opened more, moistened.

      “It was the middle of the night. I heard ... I heard a bang from the front of my house. I bolted up in bed, went for the gun I keep in the drawer. But then he calls out to me, from across the house. Tells me it’s just him. So I laid back down, didn’t bother to turn the light on. Thought he was just stumbling over, looking for some action after things didn’t work out for him at Sullivan’s. I heard him approach the bedroom. And then…”

      She stopped. Her mouth quivered. Her shaking hand went to her face.

      Dale reached out.

      “Please. Don’t finish,” he said. “I shouldn’t have asked yet. I’m sorry.”

      She ignored what he said. Her eyes were glazed over, reliving the attack. “And then I didn’t hear anything for a moment. So I opened my eyes, and I see him just standing in my doorway. His silhouette. He had the knife in his hand. And ... I ... and …”

      She burst into tears, both hands going to her face.

      Dale stepped forward and put his arms around her.

      “I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me to ask. I’m so sorry.”

      Guilt enveloped Dale…

      Mira cried on his chest for a few moments, arms folded in. Dale kept his arms around and rested his cheek against the top of her head until, after a few moments, the tears faded off and gave way to mild shaking.

      She wrapped her arms around him, keeping her face pressed against his chest.

      “Please tell me I’m not the only one,” she said. “Please tell me that other people have pain in their relationships. I don’t want to think that everyone else has found love and perfect happiness—while I chose a serial killer.”

      “No relationship is perfect. There might not be violence, but everyone has their strife.”

      She looked up at him from his chest.

      “What about you and Allie? You sounded pretty perfect.”

      “Oh, far from it.”
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        * * *

      

      Allie and Dale. In her bedroom. It was the middle of the day. Both were dressed, and the bed was made. They glared at each other. There was several feet of separation between them.

      “You’re really the most jealous man I’ve ever met. Do you know that?”

      “You’ve broken up with me twice already. You’ll forgive my paranoia. Why’s he calling here, anyway?”

      “None of your damn business.”

      “I’m your boyfriend.”

      “Oh, so that entitles you to anything? You want a copy of my phone bill? Should I have it forwarded to you each month?”

      “Don’t be snide.”

      “I don’t think I can avoid it right now. Let’s just hang out another time.”

      “We have a day planned.”

      “Oh well.”

      “Allie, I’m only going to be home for two more days before I head to Charlotte.”

      “I don’t care. I can’t see you right now.”

      “Well, now your day’s free to hang out with him.”

      “See?? You paranoid asshole. Get out of my apartment! Get out!”
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        * * *

      

      Mira’s shaking had subsided. She was now perfectly still, resting comfortably against Dale’s chest. It seemed that hearing the story of discord in Dale’s former relationship was somehow a comfort to her. When compared to being attacked with a knife, Dale supposed he could see where she was coming from.

      “Is that why you two ended? She cheated on you?”

      “I don’t know if she ever cheated,” Dale said. “Honestly, she might have been right—I may have just been paranoid. But she was fickle. She’d break up with me over the slightest thing. And I never really forgave her for it.”

      “Have you forgiven her since?”

      Dale thought for a moment. “I’d like to think I have. I don’t know. It takes a toll on your ego getting dumped over and over. We broke up and got back together three, maybe four times. I lost track.”

      “Doesn’t sound like a keeper to me.”

      “In fairness, the first time she broke up with me came after I got interested in another woman.”

      Mira let out a small laugh. “Ah, the truth comes out. Typical man.”

      “Only interested,” Dale said, quickly correcting her misinterpretation. If there was one thing Dale disliked, it was being misunderstood. “We’d been fighting a lot, and I wasn’t particularly getting the warm-fuzzies. I never would have cheated on her, understand. But, yes, I got interested in someone else. We’re all only human.”

      “This is true.”

      Dale looked down, saw how fully recovered she was. He took his arms off her. She remained against him for a moment before stepping away.

      “What time are we leaving?” she said.

      “The middle of the night. Two or three in the morning. They’ll be searching the woods, no doubt about it, but they’ll hit town and the trails before they start searching isolated places like this. We should be safe.”

      “Then we need that rest you mentioned,” Mira said. “Let’s go to bed.”

      He didn’t like the way Let’s go to bed had sounded. Too comfortable. But he couldn’t imagine how she must have felt having gone through what she did only to be quasi-abducted by Dale. So he said nothing. He just hesitated slightly then followed her to the mattress. After she climbed under the blankets, he did the same.

      She turned toward him.

      “Dale?”

      “Yes?”

      “You said they’ll eventually be searching the woods. Do you think Clyde is doing the same thing?”

      “Searching for his next victim?”

      "No. Searching for me. The one he didn’t finish off. His girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend, I should say. Searching town, realizing I’m not there, remembering the cave… ”

      “I think we’re safe.”

      “I keep imagining him walking through the mouth of the cave over there, silhouetted with a knife like he was in my bedroom door.”

      She started breathing heavily again.

      “Hold me.”

      "I’m sorry, Mira. I can’t. It’s already inappropriate in bed like this, and—”

      “We’re in this thing together, Dale. We’re partners. And I need your support right now. Just put your arm around me. Please.”

      A slight pause. Then Dale reached his arm around her, sliding it under her neck and around to her shoulder. She settled in beside him, putting her head on his chest, resting her hand on him as well, next to her face.

      “Thank you.”

      Dale felt himself compromised, in a bad situation. This didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel good. His breaths grew shallower, his heartbeat pounded. He knew she could feel both of these effects through her face and hand, pressed against him, which only made his breaths grow even shallower, his pulse even quicker.

      Dale closed his eyes. If he could just get to sleep…

      There was silence for a moment, just the sound of the rain outside, a bit of it blowing into the mouth of the cave and pattering the rock floor.

      “Clyde wasn’t the only man who was bad to me.”

      She paused, as though waiting for Dale to respond. When he didn't, she continued.

      “When I was a kid, my father used to ... do things, and I—”

      “Mira, please,” he said. He didn’t want to cut her off, but he had to. “I’m here to help you, but are you sure you should be telling me this?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s so personal.”

      “Other things have been personal.”

      “And related to the investigation into Clyde.”

      “So you think I’m being inappropriate?”

      “A bit, yes. We’re in bed together, and I’m holding you.”

      There was a long pause.

      “This whole thing is inappropriate, don’t you think? You kidnapped me, and my boyfriend tried to kill me yesterday. How can you say that?”

      She started crying.

      The guilt wave crashed over Dale again.

      He rolled toward her.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. What you’ve been through ... I can’t even …”

      “He came at me with a knife! He cut me up!” she said between sobs. “Imagine someone you love slicing your flesh. Trying to end your life. And you can’t even listen to me talk about my father? You asshole! You son of a bitch!”

      “I’m sorry. I’m ... I’m sorry, okay? Please. Tell me more.”

      Mira stopped crying. She looked into him with fiery anger, eyebrows pinched together. Then she took a deep breath, released it. Her face became kind again.

      She leaned in and kissed him.

      He pulled back, pushed her away with his hand.

      “Oh, no. Mira, this is—”

      “Inappropriate? Of course.”

      The anger returned. She looked away from him.

      “Listen, I’ll sleep here with you again. For a few hours. We need our rest. I’ll even hold you. I know that’s what you need right now, the comfort, the closeness. But that’s all.”

      She rolled closer to him, her expression somewhere between happy and sad.

      “Dale…”

      She rolled her body partway onto his, draping her knee to the other side of his body. She went to kiss him again. He pulled back.

      “Mira, stop.”

      She put her hand to his shoulder, pulled herself further on top of him.

      She leaned up as though to try another kiss, and when he avoided her again, she brought the kiss down to his neck.

      Her lips burning hot, wet.

      “Stop!”

      She wiggled herself fully on top of him, her frontside completely pressed against him, legs splayed on either side of his.

      That long, sinuous frame he’d imagined.

      Felt good.

      Felt amazing.

      “Listen to me, Dale…”

      “Knock it off.”

      This was not right…

      Dale went to push her off, but she latched herself onto him, squeezing her thighs.

      “No one else but you would have taken me away. Who would have ever thought we’d end up in this cave? This was meant to happen.”

      “No.”

      She planted her forearms on his chest and pushed up, positioning herself above him, looking down upon him.

      “You have to stop this,” Dale said.

      “We’re not doing anything wrong. There’s nothing inappropriate because this whole situation is inappropriate. Serial murders. Kidnapped witnesses. You’re right. I need closeness tonight. Kiss me.”

      “No, Mira. Stop.”

      “I need to feel that I’m loved. One kiss. Please, Dale.”

      Dale hesitated.

      “One kiss,” he said. “Okay? Then we get some sleep.”

      Mira smiled and leaned down to him.

      And they kissed.

      Dale hated himself.

      She pulled away, rested her forehead against his.

      “Thank you.”

      “Now roll over. We rest now.”

      She didn't. She slowly, slowly brought her lips back down, kissed his cheek.

      “Mira…”

      “Dale, this was meant to be. You, me, in the woods, safe and dry in the cave while a murderer’s out there in the rain.”

      She started twisting against him.

      “You want me too. I saw the way you looked at the photo, the one my friend brought to the hospital.” She kissed on his neck, passionately. “I can feel that you want me right now.”

      She brought her face above his.

      “Let go,” she said.

      She kissed him, threw her hands to the sides of his face, into his hair.

      Dale put his arm around her back, and they twisted together on the mattress.
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        * * *

      

      It was such a cliché thing to say or even think.

      I wanted you since the moment I saw you.

      But that's what Dale was thinking with Mira’s body writhing on top of him.

      At least he hadn’t said it out loud.

      And it was exactly as he imagined, when he’d been sitting in the hospital, looking at the frame.

      Just then he felt a pang of the guilt.

      Someone had tried to kill this woman.

      Her former boyfriend.

      But her words kept ringing in his ear.

      Let go.

      And Dale had. Dale had completely let go.

      He was enjoying this. He was enjoying the living hell out of this. Her body felt as perfect as he'd hoped. As he’d imagined. So long and twisty. Writhing when on top. Squirming when below.

      He remembered their conversations, felt the disappointments she shared, felt his own. Knew that there was reason for this to happen. Told himself that, anyway.

      And as her thighs squeezed in around him, she gave him a small push with her hand, rolling back on top, arching her back and stretching that long torso above him. Twisting. He saw all of her. And his thoughts again went back to their conversations. On love and disappointment.

      And Allie.

      The strangest thing happened.

      He could see Allie. For just a moment the face was hers. Allie’s dark red hair, cascading down her chest, breasts poking through the strands.

      And then there was the twisting form of Mira again.

      Dale shook it off, chalking it up to the moment. The mixed emotions and memories that had been bandied about the cave.

      But it happened again.

      The lithe, thin figure momentarily transmuted into the curvaceous, soft, redheaded comfort.

      All this confused Dale. And he tried to think about it rationally, and this only brought about guilt. And he told himself that he would have none of that. Not right now. Like Mira had said…

      Let go.

      Dale had let go.
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      Dale’s eyes snapped open.

      There was a flash of memory, and an immediate realization struck him. Hard. What had happened. With Mira.

      She lay on his chest, outstretched hand under her cheek. Sound asleep. Lips parted slightly. The blanket, which covered them both, was pulled beneath her arm, and the tops of her breasts were exposed. Dale felt them against him, bare and warm, moving slightly with her slow breaths, and covered in a faint sweat that bound their skin.

      Dale watched her face as he carefully dislodged himself. As he had that morning, he slowly put his hand beneath her cheek and transitioned her face onto the pillow.

      Oh god. Oh no.

      The cave wasn’t entirely dark. There was just a bit of light. He could hear the rain outside, loud on the leaves. The air was chilly against his naked flesh, and it took a couple of half-blind moments for him to find his clothes. His briefs were nowhere in sight, but he soon located his 501s and shirt. He quickly threw the jeans on, buttoned up, and approached the front of the cave.

      What had he done?

      Outside rain poured over the trees. A steady stream rushed past the mouth of the cave, a small waterfall. It had started really coming down yesterday afternoon, right during the second time Dale and Nash went to Clyde Bowen’s house, shortly before Dale had taken Mira from the hospital. And it hadn’t let up yet.

      That seemed so long ago. The hospital. Sending Nash away.

      As Dale threw his arms through the sleeves of his T-shirt and rolled it down his torso, he stole a look back at the mattress. Mira was sleeping in the same position she had been on his chest—on her right side, hand under her cheek.

      Oh god. Oh shit.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Dale had done some bonehead things during his time as a BEI agent. But this had to top them all. This girl was a victim. A victim! And he’d slept with her.

      He exhaled, ran his hand through his hair.

      It had started with the kiss. So caught up in the moment. And then ... so much more. The slideshow presented itself in his head. Her long torso above him, arching backwards. And beneath him, dancing. Perfect breasts with perfect nipples. Her fingernails cutting into his back, into his shoulders. Her eyes looking at him with sincerity. Her lips, fiery wet, and kissing him so intensely—lingering, sensual.

      Dale’s head dropped. And he sighed.

      A victim. Someone he was protecting. Someone he was hiding from a murder investigation, shielding from the local police, the NPS, the FBI. And the BEI. Someone he was risking his career—and freedom—to protect.

      And he’d slept with her.

      What the SHIT had he been thinking?

      Thinking. Yes, that’s exactly what he needed to do. He needed to think.

      Think, think, think.

      Well, strictly speaking, there was nothing in the BEI operating instructions that forbade him doing what he’d done. That was a bit of good news.

      The other good news was …  was …

      He couldn’t think of any other good news.

      So he just went closer to the mouth of the cave and sat down with his back against the stone wall, watching the rain beyond.

      The best thing he could do now was work on the case. No matter what had happened with Mira in bed, there were two much more important things to focus on—keeping her safe from Sadler and the corrupt investigation; and catching Clyde Bowen before he killed again.

      The issues with tracking down Clyde Bowen, though, were plentiful, not the least of which was the fact that the man in charge of the local investigation was Bowen’s perverted partner in crime and had been trying to locate Bowen in order to, Dale assumed, get him out of town. It had been a day and a half now since Sadler started looking for Bowen. Assuming that he’d found him, this meant—

      There was a sound behind him. Mira’s voice.

      “Hey.”

      Dale turned.

      “What are you doing?” she said.

      “I’m … just thinking. You mentioned Clyde’s escalation. Every one of the women who have been killed, or in your case attacked, so far have been here in Hot Springs. He knows the pressure is on, and it’s a small city. What if he escalates again? Takes his act on the road. All those out-of-town women he met at the spa…”

      Mira stepped closer to him.

      “That’s too much to worry about all at once. First we need to get out of town. You said we need our rest, and you’re up staring out into the woods. Come back to bed, you silly hypocrite.”

      Dale turned to her.

      "Mira, listen. What happened was … not right. And I blame myself. This case, it’s messing with my mind. I don’t understand it. Being with you was improper of me, and I—”

      “No, Dale. Stop.”

      “Go back to sleep. Please. I’m going to do some more planning for us.”

      “I see. So you score with the woman you’re protecting, the victim, the woman you stole away from the hospital, and then you turn your back on her? You had your fun, and you’re done.”

      Dale shook his head, looked at her sincerely. He stood up and took a step toward her. “Oh, no, no…”

      “I’m a piece of garbage to you, then? Something to be used up, tossed aside. I thought you were something different from men like Clyde and my father. You knew what you were doing, and you’re not going to shirk your responsibility. Come back to bed with me. Now.”

      She burned holes into him with her eyes and stuck out her hand.

      Dale reluctantly took it and followed her to the back of the cave.
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        * * *

      

      Dale was back in bed with Mira. They lay in the same positions they had been before he'd slipped out several minutes ago. She was on his shoulder, her hand on his chest. Just exactly as they had been.

      Something about the exact replication of it, the repetition—having gotten into bed with her three times now, twice in the last couple hours—felt … weird.

      He knew he’d gotten himself into a bad spot. This whole thing had been bad from the start. He had done what he felt was right, taking her away from the danger of the corrupt investigation.

      That much of it was good. That much of it was Dale Conley.

      But how had it gotten to this? So very fast? Him in bed with her, for a third time, having had sex.

      His judgment had been so poor. The assignment had been so dark—all the gruesome, destroyed women. The stories of Clyde Bowen and Bill Sadler and what they had done to women. The discussions about love and betrayal and Allie. And—

      And he was making excuses. Dale hated excuses. And he especially hated when he gave them.

      No, he couldn't blame the dark qualities of this assignment for where he was now. He'd gotten himself into this position. He'd made poor decisions.

      And for some reason, right then he thought about Nash. He hadn't thought about the guy for a while now, having gotten so caught up in everything at the cave.

      The flashlight was on, putting out just a bit of light. Dale leaned off the mattress a few inches and lifted his wrist, looked at the time. It was 4:53.

      Time always made Dale feel connected to other people. If you looked at a clock, you knew that somewhere the other person was experiencing that time as well—even if the first digit didn’t match in a different time zone.

      Somewhere, in Hot Springs, it was 4:53 for Nash.

      Dale sure hoped Nash was surviving this assignment better than he was.
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      Nash rubbed his eyes. They were strained, tired. And so was his voice.

      The wind whistled through the edges of the window frame. Rain washed down the glass in rivulets.

      There was a brief silent moment—a pause—in the Ventress grilling. Nash had noticed for the last half hour or so that she was slowing down a bit. The energy in the room had changed.

      He wondered how much time was left, how much longer he had to convince Ventress not to eliminate Dale.

      He checked the clock on the wall.

      4:53 PM.

      Shit! It was almost 5. He only had a few more minutes. How had he lost track of time?

      He breathed harder, stared at Ventress, wondered why the hell she wasn’t saying anything.

      She’d looked at one of her folders while Nash answered her last question, and when he’d finished, she didn’t look up. And hadn’t since. She was still perusing the folder’s contents.

      Finally she spoke.

      “Conley has a ‘code of honor,’ and you believe in it.” She set the folder on the table and looked up. “How cute. But that still doesn’t explain to me your unwavering support for him. If someone got me canned, I don’t give a damn what their personal ethics are. I’d never forgive them.”

      Nash looked away from her.

      He’d pondered this himself many times over the last few years. Too many times. Thousands of times.

      Those last few interactions with Dale.

      The highs and the lows.

      The best anyone had ever treated him…

      And the worst.
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        * * *

      

      Nash stormed out of the office in Chicago. Dale was in front of him, moving briskly through the desks. The Chicago agents—all ties and dress pants and rolled up sleeves—stopped what they were doing, frozen in the middle of phone calls and handing folders to each other. And they just stared.

      Because Dale was striding quickly, intently through their space. Nearly jogging. Notebook in his hand. And Nash was right on his heels.

      “Dale, goddammit! Give me that notebook!”

      Dale didn't respond.

      “Dale, damn you!”

      He grabbed Dale’s shirt from behind.

      Dale whipped around, smacked Nash’s arm away, and stepped into him, getting right in his face.

      “It’s coming with me,” Dale said through gritted teeth, wearing the coldest expression Nash had seen him wear. “I’m doing what’s right.”

      “The hell you are.”

      Nash reached for the notebook. Dale shoved him away. Half-strength. Not hard enough to hurt him, but hard enough to give him a warning, to let him know that Dale meant business.

      Nash panted, teeth bared. Glared at Dale. And then he lunged at him. His shoulder caught Dale in the chest, and they flew back into one of the metal desks that filled the office space. Dale’s back hit the edge of the desk hard, painfully, and he yelled out.

      Both men slid onto the desk’s surface, spilling papers, pens, knocking over a full coffee mug.

      Nash put one hand on Dale’s neck, and with the other, he reached for the notebook.

      Dale slugged him across the jaw. Nash fell off the desk, onto the floor, landing among the pens and pads of paper.

      Dale jumped on top of him, and Nash immediately reached for the notebook again.

      Dale grabbed the arm Nash was reaching with and gave it a quick twist.

      Nash yelled out.

      Another pull to the arm, and Dale whipped Nash onto his stomach. He twisted the arm behind Nash’s back.

      “Stop! God, stop! You’re gonna dislocate it!”

      “I need you to know that I’m going the right thing. And that’s that. Okay, Nash?”

      Nash didn't respond.

      Dale gave the arm a sharp twist.

      Nash screamed out.

      “Okay?”

      “All right! Okay!”

      Dale released Nash and stood up. He looked across the office. The agents stared at him in stunned disbelief. He took off.

      Nash glared at him from the floor.
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        * * *

      

      As Nash remembered all this, it was easy for him to feel that hatred, the same hatred that made him despise Dale three years ago, send him away. And it also would have been easy for him to forget the other memory. The good one. The one that was a polar opposite to the image of Dale leaving the Chicago office, holding Nash’s notebook.

      He wasn’t looking at Ventress. And he didn’t turn to her when he answered. He just stared at the window, the rain, as he replied.

      “I admire Dale’s code of honor, yes. But it’s not why I support him. Even though he got me canned, even though he sent my life spiraling down, he was better to me than anyone has been in my entire life.”

      Ventress groaned. This was surely because Nash was about to bring new information to light, something fresh in an hours-long inquiry that she was clearly wrapping up. Or because of her clear distaste and distrust of the bond between human beings. Or both.

      She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “Do explain.”

      Nash cleared his throat. “I was back in Detroit. My last day at the Bureau. I’d already been fired. I was cleaning out my office. And guess who knocked on my door?”
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      The office was half-empty, and Nash realized that the last time that he'd seen it half-empty was the day he’d moved in. Putting his items in the drawers. Hanging his diploma and certificates. Lining books on the shelves. The last time the office had been half-empty was when it was half-full.

      It looked strange and foreign to him now after all those years with it set up the way he’d liked it, filled with his items. Now there were empty stretches on the shelves, corners of the room that had been covered for years, dust that had never gotten the chance to be cleaned.

      He'd been here in Detroit for six years, his longest stay as an agent. The office was more chic than his previous ones had been, with nice materials and modern design. But it was also more comfortable than the offices at his other stations. It was both classy and homey. And he was going to miss it.

      His shirt sleeves were rolled up, top button open, tie loosened. As of half an hour earlier, he was no longer an FBI agent. A cardboard moving box sat on the desk in front of him.

      He picked a softbound text off the shelf. Forensic Basics. One of his texts from the Academy. It was an introductory volume and one he rarely referenced anymore. He turned to the index and wondered, when was the last time he’d cracked the spine? He closed it.

      There was a tapping at the office door, and he looked up.

      Dale stood in his doorway.

      Nash had the book in his hand, ready to go into the box, and he froze, the book hovering. He remained like this for a half moment as he stared at Dale, and then he looked back to the box, put the book in and started grabbing other items.

      “Unbelievable,” he said, not looking up. “You’re just unbelievable. Do you know that?”

      “May I come in?”

      “It’s not technically my office anymore, so you can do whatever the hell you want.”

      Nash didn’t look up, but he heard Dale walk in and stop halfway to the desk. There was a pause. Nash heard the jingling of keys, as though Dale had put his hands in his pockets and was fidgeting.

      So annoying.

      “I figured this would be my last chance to get a hold of you,” Dale said. “No one has a forwarding address for you. They didn’t have a clue what you’re doing next.”

      Nash put another book in the box. He still hadn’t looked up. “That’s because it’s none of their business. The FBI is done with me, and I’m done with the FBI.”

      “So what will you be doing next?”

      “It’s none of your business either.”

      “I can set you up with a nice life. The BEI has the resources to—”

      Nash opened the right-side drawer of the desk again. He still couldn’t find his blue coffee mug. “I got your fax. Not interested. Why are you here, Dale?”

      “I have something to offer you. Something to help.”

      “I just told you I’m not interested.”

      “Not that. Something different. Let me ask you: these dark fantasies of yours, has anyone ever listened to you about them?”

      Nash stopped packing. He finally looked up at Dale.

      “What I mean is,” Dale continued, “I imagine you’ve had shrinks or family members, maybe some close friends who you told part of the story to. But I’m guessing you’ve never felt that you could unload it all onto anyone. You’ve probably not told anyone how dark your thoughts really get.”

      Nash crossed his arms.

      “I started to tell some of the truth to a shrink,” he said. “Before I joined the Bureau. And it became clear to me that she was getting nervous with what I was telling her. Confidentiality only goes so far, you know. If she thought I was going to hurt myself or someone else, she would have had to turn me in. So she started saying leading things like, ‘But you’d never go through with those thoughts, of course’ or ‘Those images in your head are all very abstract, yes?’ I began to understand that she was running damage control for herself. In a way, I guess I don’t blame her. She didn’t want to get mixed up with the law. But it seemed pretty damn negligent at the time. And heartless. At least she helped me to realize that I was never going to find anyone who would really listen.”

      “I kind of assumed that’s what your experiences were like,” Dale said. “And that’s why I’m here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Dale gave him a comforting smile. “I’m here to really listen.”
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      Dale took a deep breath and released it quietly. He didn’t want Nash to see. He wanted the guy to be perfectly comfortable.

      But he had to make himself comfortable too. He was about to willingly listen to someone talk about his desires to hurt and kill other people…

      That’s why Dale was taking deep breaths.

      Dale and Nash sat on a bench in a Detroit city park, aging and plain but well maintained. The park was deserted. They were alone.

      Nash leaned forward, elbows on his knees, rubbing his hands nervously.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      Dale nodded.

      Nash looked him over. “You wearing a wire?”

      “You’re already fired from the FBI. You just cleared out your office, for God’s sake. Why would I need to record you? Come on. Quit stalling. Tell me about these thoughts of yours. Let it out, man. Lay it on me.”

      Nash paused for a moment longer. Then started.

      “My mother was domineering. I guess that’s where it started. Cold. Distant. Never physically mean, mind you. She didn’t hit me once. Hers was a psychological game. Control. Manipulation. Humiliation. I started fantasizing about my teachers. Probably around second grade. Touching their parts before I even knew what a vagina looked like. It didn’t take too long before I progressed to wanting to not just touch the teachers but to hurt them. I pictured myself … sticking my fingers through their eye sockets.”

      Dale shifted on the bench. And he felt a wave of discomfort. He didn’t know it was going to get so dark so quickly. He hoped he could make it through the whole thing…

      Nash paused. Looked at him for a moment. And continued.

      “That was the extent of it for the longest time. The eyeball thing. For years. Until I was a teenager. Hit puberty. Then everything just exploded. I wanted to cut them, the girls at school. And whereas the eyeball thing was pure fantasy, very abstract … this was a real desire. I wanted to cut them."

      Dale’s mouth opened a bit. He uncrossed his arms.

      Nash stopped again.

      “Are you sure this okay?”

      “Yes. Continue, please.”

      Nash nodded. “I forgot all about the eye-gouging. That was childish, I thought. It was all about the cutting now. In high school, I started thinking about strangulation too, so it became a combination of the two. Cutting and strangulation. I was very concerned with the visceral details. Making dinner, I’d cut through a chicken thigh with a sharp knife, feeling the sensation of the splitting skin through the knife’s handle. And I’d imagine that as a woman’s flesh. Except she’d be screaming. And my mother would be screaming. And I’d be in control. I’d have the power.” He stopped. “Dale, you’re losing your color. You’re starting to sweat.”

      Dale did feel a little green around the gills. But he waved it off.

      “No. Finish, Nash. Go on.”

      Nash took in a breath before he continued. “The cutting was about the pain, the little textural details, but the strangulation was about the death. To feel a woman’s final breath pass by my fingers. So that was my fantasy. I’d be a killer who cut and finished with his hands. In college, I started researching serial killers. I was studying criminal justice, so I even got credit for it.” He chuckled. “I was particularly interested in the ones who were never identified, but in my fantasy, I almost wanted to get caught. That’s what they say, isn’t it? That criminals want to get caught. To have the newspapers give them a name—the Memphis Butcher or something like that.” He stopped abruptly. “I guess that about covers it.”

      And as quickly as it started, it was over.

      By now, though, Dale had his hands on his head.

      “I … I can’t believe you’d enter law enforcement with thoughts like that,” he said.

      “Like I just told you and like I’ve told many others, they’re just fantasies. I’ve always wanted to help people not hurt them.”

      Dale breathed in.

      “You’re right,” he said. “Here I am trying to listen, and I immediately go down the path everyone else has, making you defend yourself. Sorry, man. I’m sure it took a lot of guts to get that out.”

      They sat there for a moment. The birds chirped. They both looked forward, out into the park.

      “Hey, Dale.”

      Dale turned.

      “Thank you.”
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      “Well, kumba-freakin’-ya,” Ventress said. “One lunatic showing compassion for another. Let me dry my misty eyes.”

      Nash glared at her, his eyes cold.

      Earlier in the afternoon, he had been concerned that he was showing too much. Too much of the darkness. At this point, though, his mind had completely reversed on the subject. He wanted to show Ventress the darkness. He wanted her to have a moment’s hesitation, to wonder if he wanted to slice her up.

      Because throughout the course of the day, Nash had seen what she was really made of. A mean, cruel, individual who asserted her power at every turn, mocked and ridiculed people to get her kicks, to appear strong. She took things that were good—the few good, pure things that had been discussed in this questioning—and derided them. Laughed at them.

      In all these ways, she reminded Nash of his mother. The worthless old hag. The methodical bitch. Cold, calculating, manipulative. But one way that Ventress was not like his mother was the fact that his mother had been a fat pig, and Nash noticed again that Ventress, despite her age, had a figure. Long and somewhat lean in her dark business suit.

      Ventress screaming in agony.

      A hand swinging a blade at her.

      Nash laughing.

      She put a folder back in the cardboard box, glanced up at the clock, then looked at Nash.

      “So that really meant something to you, huh? His listening to your lunacy.”

      “It was the most decent thing anyone has ever done for me.”

      “And yet as I understand it, you parted ways with him, cursing the day you met him.”
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        * * *

      

      They sat silently on the park bench.

      Then Nash turned to Dale.

      “That was very kind of you, especially to come all the way here just to do it. I’ll never forget it.” He was quiet for a moment. “But you’ve also ruined my life. So that leaves things at neutral.”

      He stood up.

      “Don’t ever come near me again.”

      He walked away, leaving Dale sitting on the bench.
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        * * *

      

      “But not only did he ignore your wishes to never see you again, but he did it by coming to your home, asking for your help,” Ventress said, pacing once more. “And you agreed to come here and help him.”

      “Yes, because of his decency, the code of honor that you scoffed at. A person like you thinks that’s a joke, unattainable, something that’s written in constitutions and chiseled into the side of courthouses but means nothing in reality. You can’t believe in your nasty, mean, judgmental heart that a person can live by such a standard. But there are people like that. And Dale is one of them.”
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      Dale was dreaming…

      But it wasn’t just any dream. It was a memory.

      A time when he and Allie had gone on a short trip together. Somewhere in Maine. He couldn’t remember the name of the little town. But it was cute and picturesque and much of it was aimed toward tourists.

      Dale and Allie walked down a boardwalk. Fun places line either side—fudge shops, ice cream stores, jewelry and T-shirt shops. Allie had his arm. In one hand she held an ice cream cone, which she passed to Dale.

      “You need more time off,” she said, “because we need more of this.”

      “Ice cream? We can buy this at the store.”

      “Time, smartass. Time together. Like this.”

      She squeezed in closer to him then spotted a stand with homemade jewelry—pieces of shells and beach glass. She picked up one of the bracelets, held it to the bright sunlight.

      “Don’t you just love beach glass? So pretty. Garbage that nature turns into something beautiful. Amazing.”

      The man behind the counter spoke.

      “Speaking of beautiful…”

      Allie turned away from the bracelet, looked at the man.

      “Why, thank you,” she said with a smile.

      She let go of Dale’s arm and leaned toward the man, kissed him on the cheek.

      “Are we in France now?” Dale said.

      Allie and the man looked at him.

      “What?”

      “Kissing a stranger on the cheek.”

      “Who says he’s a stranger?” Allie said, smirking.

      She leaned over the counter again, and she and the man kissed passionately.

      “Hey!”

      Dale took her shoulder, pulled her away from the man.

      “Don’t touch me, Dale! What? Can’t take a little competition.”

      The sides of the vision began to blacken, closing in around Allie.

      “Well, that’s just pathetic,” she said. “Are you hurt? Heartbroken, Dale?”

      Allie looked down at him. She’d suddenly grown taller than him.

      The darkness had closed around her, a tunnel of light focused right on her.

      She grabbed a large piece of beach glass, smashed it against the table, creating a big, pointed shard.

      She sneered.

      “Right in the heart.”

      She stabbed him in the chest.

      Dale’s eyes snapped open. Panting. He saw the roof of the cave above him. He closed his eyes again. And took a deep breath.

      “You all right?” Mira’s voice called from the other side of the cave.

      “Yeah. Nightmare.”

      “Aww…”

      “It was a real memory at first, then it got … weird. I have a headache, too.”

      The boardwalk had been real. And the beach glass bracelet. Everything else, no.

      “Here,” Mira said. “Let me bring you some water.”

      Dale stirred in bed. There was a jingling noise, and he felt something.

      He looked up.

      His hands, which had been behind his head, were shackled with metal bands. A length of three-eighths-inch chain connected them, and the chain ran through the eye bolt.

      For just a moment, Dale wondered if he’d forgotten another love-making session with Mira. A kinkier one.

      But that thought lasted only for a moment before his practical side quickly came up with the more appropriate explanation.

      And then logic exploded on him.

      Quick fragments of memories from the last few days.

      The things he’d failed to notice.

      The small “stranger” running away from Dale and Nash on the Promenade.

      The framed photo of Clyde and Mira together. They were the same height.

      The stranger stabbing Ern to death. His shriek. The flash of the knife stabbing his side.

      Mira talking about Clyde, his small size: “He’s so small. No taller than me…”

      Mira walked up to the mattress, stood over him.

      Looming.

      In her hand was a tin cup. She smiled.

      “Water?”

      “Oh my god …” Dale said. “It was you.”
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      Ventress looked at the clock.

      5 PM. On the dot.

      Perfect.

      “This has all been quite moving, Mr. Harbick. Touching, even. And though you made such an impassioned examination of my moral compass, I’m going to take anything you say with a grain of salt. Know why? You want to kill people. You’re a serial killer without the guts to take action. So I’m perfectly comfortable with my decision. Nothing you’ve said has convinced me of Dale Conley’s supposed nobility. Every moment they’re out there, Mira Lyndon’s life is more in danger. Enough talk. It’s time for action.”

      She looked over the room.

      “Take five, everyone. Go to the john. Get some water.” She pointed at Hensley. “You, powder your nose or whatever you need to do, sweetheart. Then meet back here to get this manhunt started. Sadler, we’ll organize how you’re going to track down Clyde Bowen. As for me and my team, we’ll be going on a different manhunt.”

      She looked at her men.

      “It’s time to kill Conley.”
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      “You murdered those women,” Dale said. “You … chopped them up.”

      Mira put the tin cup on the cave floor then sat on the mattress, folding her arms across her knees. She looked at Dale.

      “You said you thought Allie had cheated on you. Thought she did. And it still affects you. Imagine knowing the man you loved has cheated on you. Over and over. With so many. And in such disgusting ways.”

      “Cheating sucks, but people get cheated on every day. They don’t go out killing people! Are you goddamn insane??”

      As soon as he said that, Dale realized it was the stupidest, most self-answering question he’d posed in a long time.

      “You don’t hurt what you love,” she said. “The men in my life have spit on my love. My daddy first. And then Clyde, the little half-man. So, yes, you bet I slaughtered his whores.”

      “And Ernie Plunkett…”

      He remembered Ern’s face. The blood. His shriek.

      “He was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “And you’ve been watching us the whole time.”

      The stranger throwing the shard of glass at the Fordyce, looking through the bars of the fence at the Barton Ridge community…

      “Things were getting more complicated,” she said. “I had to make sure no one was figuring things out. And nobody suspected a thing. I was just about to get away with it. Until you showed up.”

      “You did all this because your boyfriend cheated on you.”

      “Oh, it was a lot worse than that. It started with simple cheating, yes. But remember Clyde and his escalation? He cheated on me with one girl at first. And then several. Then he brought in Sadler. Then me. Can you believe that, Dale? The woman he’s supposed to love. When I told you before that they worked me over, the two of them—that much is true. But it wasn’t always just me. They’d bring in others. And they did weird shit to us. Really weird. They even found a private place to do it, somewhere no one would find them, somewhere no one would hear the screams.”

      Dale’s mouth opened. His eyes flicked to the shackles on his wrists.

      “Here. So everything you said about this cave and your childhood and a place to hide from Clyde—”

      “Was complete bullshit, I’m afraid. I’m sorry to have lied to you, Dale.”

      Dale thought about all the nastiness that must have happened on the mattress on which he was lying.

      And all the dried bodily fluids that it surely contained.

      Gross…

      “This was their dungeon. Can’t you hear the screams?” she said, her eyes tracing over the walls, a strange half-smile on her lips. “Can’t you just feel how ugly and sick this place is? The number of times I was chained to that bed, Sadler doing things, Clyde by the wall with one of his sluts, watching Sadler screw me, watching him hurt me. He was supposed to love me. To cherish me. To protect me from other men. And he gave me away. Like garbage. He got off on it.”

      Dale looked away. A thought occurred to him. “Wait … Clyde Bowen…”

      Outside the Fordyce … The stranger looked up, waved, fluttered his fingers.

      “Every encounter I’ve had was … with you… So Clyde …”

      He trailed off.

      Camila at the Alistaire: “He hasn’t been to work in three days.”

      "Where’s Clyde, Mira?”

      Mira smiled.

      “If you weren’t chained up, I’d tell you to walk over to the mouth of the cave and look out into the trees in about sixteen different directions. You’d find a bit of him here, there, everywhere. Really shallow graves. Only an inch or so deep. It’s easy to bury a man when he’s in little handfuls.”

      Dale looked about the cave, thinking.

      “This whole time, the guy I’ve been tracking … Clyde Bowen … He was dead before I even got into town, wasn’t he?”

      Mira nodded.

      “Remember when you said you’ve been chasing a ghost?” Mira said with a laugh. “You didn’t know how right you were.”
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      Nash sat in his chair at the conference table, and he realized that his fingers were digging into the armrests. He looked down and saw that his knuckles were white, fingers taught and shaky. He released them.

      As he watched the people coming and going from the room—heading to and from the bathroom, drinking coffee, discussing quietly—he wondered what the hell he was going to do next. Because he wasn’t going to let Ventress kill Dale.

      It occurred to him then—there was nothing keeping him there. This wasn’t a real trial, and he wasn’t a member of any of these law enforcement departments. No one was going to stop him from walking out right now. And just as he had these thoughts, just as he was about to stand up…

      Fulton came up and sat beside him.

      Nash turned to him.

      “Sorry, man. I’m supposed to watch over you. Ventress’ ‘orders.’” He reached out for a handshake. “Greg Fulton.”

      “Nash Harbick.”

      Nash looked around the room again. He saw Taft. Surely Taft had the clout to get Dale out of this situation. Couldn’t he call in for assistance?

      Someone came in, gave Taft an envelope, and left. Nash watched as Taft opened it then looked about the room, his eyes landing on Nash.

      Taft approached.

      “Excuse me, Fulton,” he said. “I have a couple questions for the ‘prisoner.’”

      Fulton waved his hand. “Be my guest. I didn’t want guard duty for a man who’s done not a damn thing wrong anyway.”

      Taft motioned with his head. “Come on, Harbick. I gotta take a leak.”

      He started toward the door.

      Nash got up and followed.

      He had known Walter Taft in the past—having met him a couple times during the first assignment with Dale up north—and while he was only a vague acquaintance, Nash knew Taft well enough to understand that something was happening…

      What was Taft up to?
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      “You dispatched Clyde first and then started killing off his women,” Dale said.

      Mira smiled. “I killed him second, actually. In the middle of the night. After the first girl, Paula Willett. When Kathy at Sullivan’s gave you an alibi for Clyde that night, she wasn’t lying. Clyde really was at the bar when I was chopping up Paula.”

      “I see. Which means the guys who beat the shit out of Nash and me in the alley were just looking out for a buddy, trying to put the fear into the fuzz.”

      “Of course they were. Sullivan’s was where it was all organized. Clyde and Sadler would meet up with local girls there, or Clyde would bring tourists in from the spa across the street. Those other loser drunks would help them out, get them fresh girls. They revered Clyde and Sadler. But they were never allowed to play. Only Clyde and Bill could play. Those guys at the bar are just old, drunk losers. More pathetic men. There were people like Kathy who didn’t like what they saw. But they didn’t know how dark things were really getting outside the bar. And, besides, who were they going to run to? Sadler’s a cop. A high-ranking cop.”

      “You killed three of the girls. You must have been planning on a lot more.”

      “Oh, no. I knew I couldn’t keep it up forever, that the heat would get too much. There were so many women. Those three were the ringleaders. The top sluts. They even brought Clyde and Bill other women.”

      “So kill Clyde, plant some books about serial killers in his house, and start eliminating his women, imitating the unidentified murderers listed in one of the books,” Dale said. “When the bodies start showing up and the cops investigate, they’ll eventually discover that the connection between the women is Clyde. The truth will come out about Clyde and Sadler. When Clyde’s fourth victim, you, survives, she’ll be in hysterics at first. But eventually she’ll tell the police that Clyde tried to murder her. She’ll tell them about the shit that Clyde and Bill did to women in a cave. The cops will go to the cave and find a mattress along with chains and other deranged stuff in there. Where were these hiding this whole time, by the way?” He shook his hands, rattling the shackles and chain. “I didn’t see them when we first came here.”

      Mira pointed to a crack along the base of the cave on the opposite side—about four inches tall and three feet long.

      “Gotcha,” Dale said. “After the cops investigate the cave and see that the victim isn’t lying, Sadler will, at a minimum, lose his job but most likely get implicated as an accomplice. And since Clyde had an alibi for the first murder—being seen at Sullivan’s—the chances are pretty good that Sadler will get convicted as one of the killers as well. Of course, Clyde will never be found. Because you’ve gotten your ultimate revenge on him. And eventually, once you’re healed up from your ‘attack,’ the victim will go home with the sympathy of the city.”

      “Pretty good, huh?”

      Dale’s mind flashed on Bill Sadler. “So when Sadler was lying about Clyde, he was just looking out for a buddy. Trying to steer the investigation away from Clyde.”

      “And away from himself,” Mira said. “Even though he didn’t kill anyone, he was part of everything in this cave. If news like that came out, it would ruin a cop’s career. Don’t make him sound so admirable. He’s a piece of  shit.”

      Dale took in a deep breath and slowly released it. “You’ve had horrible things happen to you, evidently since you were a child. But nothing justifies what you’ve done. You have to get past terrible things.”

      Mira’s face flared. “What the hell would you know? Your father didn’t do things to you. You weren’t there when Clyde and Bill did what they did to me. You think I should just forgive all of them?”

      “No, I don’t. Some things are unforgivable. But no matter what terrible things happen to a person, they have to find a way to move on. For their own sake.”

      She shook her head, annoyed. Looked away.

      Dale’s eyes moved over Mira’s wounds, her bandages. “You attacked yourself.”

      Mira nodded. She made a fist, gave a light tap to her shoulder.

      “Pow!”

      “But … you have stab wounds … how …”

      Mira smiled. She stood up, walked over to the crack in the wall she’d pointed out moments earlier. She got on her hands and knees and reached inside, pulled out a knife. She held it up.

      “A special knife. Made it myself! Broke the blade. It’s only about three quarters of an inch. Not too deep. All you gotta do is avoid the organs and the ribs.”

      She made little stabbing motions all over her body. Laughed.

      Then tossed the knife to ground.

      Even after everything he’d just heard, that little display with her special knife was so grotesque, so calculating, so macabre that it sent a chill over Dale’s skin.

      He was in a bad situation.

      A very, very bad situation...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Taft had Nash by the arm—feigning their prisoner/guard relationship—and he pulled him around a corner into a hallway.

      “I just got this note,” Taft said quietly. He handed Nash a sheet of paper, a handwritten message.

      Nash began to read. He immediately recognized the writing as Dale’s.

      
        
        Sir,

        Investigation is corrupt. Detective Bill Sadler and Clyde Bowen run a sexual fetish operation out of Sullivan’s bar, taking women to a cave off hiking trail. Re: the murders, Sadler is trying to cover Bowen’s tracks and get the blame placed on someone else. He admitted this to me personally. I’ve taken Mira Lyndon into protection until I can get this cleared. Hiding at the cave. Trust no one. Sadler knows the truth.

        Dale

        P.S. Have you been working out, sir? Looking trim. Meow!!

        

      

      “That’s what he wouldn’t tell me,” Nash said. “The son of a bitch was trying to protect me.”

      “Look,” Taft said.

      Taft nodded toward the opposite side of the hall, and when Nash looked, he saw Sadler opening the men’s bathroom door. He went inside.

      Taft looked at Nash, and there was a coy, mischievous twinkle in his eye.

      “Come on. It’s time to take a page from Conley’s book,” Taft said and headed toward the bathroom. “Let’s go rogue.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale looked from the modified knife—on the ground where Mira had tossed it—and back to Mira.

      He gave her an uncomfortable smile. “One thing I don’t understand—and perhaps my motivations are a bit selfish here—is why you’ve chained this guy to the wall.”

      “Don’t you see? This was never part of the plan. I wasn’t supposed to get kidnapped from the hospital by some special agent who strolled into town and figured out Bill’s involvement. I had to come up with a plan fast. And then we end up here, and you’re just so steadfast about the case, about catching Clyde. I know you would have never given up, not until you caught him. You’re tenacious. But of course you’d never be able to catch Clyde. So I had to do something. You needed to be restrained. Until I was sure you understand the destiny of all this.”

      “You’re right. I don’t understand. Destiny?”

      “It’s destiny that we’ve ended up here together. Here. In this cave.” She gestured grandly. “Who could have planned that you’d take me from the hospital? But here we are. Two people who have been through so much. All the things Clyde did to me. And the things Allie did to you. We’re the same.”

      “Allie may not have always been the best, but she didn’t come close to doing what Clyde did to you.”

      “No woman should ever hurt a man like you,” she said, her face deadly serious.

      “Okay, let’s pretend you’re right and this is destiny. You have me tied up. Now what? What’s your plan?”

      “I’ve fallen in love with you, Dale Conley. My plan is simple: to be with you.”

      Dale looked at the chain.

      “I see. Great courtship practices.”

      “Now I need something from you.”

      “I’m a captive audience at the moment, so I’m all ears.”

      “I need Allie’s last name.”

      Dale’s pulse suddenly quickened at the request. “Why?”

      “So I can locate her. You said she lives in Alexandria, Virginia. I need the last name to find her address. I’m going to drive up there.” She smiled. “And I’m going to slice her throat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      As Nash stood with Taft outside the bathroom, he sensed a rush of excitement he hadn’t felt in three years, not since he was an FBI agent.

      Sure, he’d had several adventures already during this assignment when he was still with Dale—chasing the killer through the Promenade and into the Fordyce bathhouse sprang to mind—but during everything with Dale, he had felt like a hanger-on, a third wheel. And, in a way, that had been his official capacity. Dale had brought him on as a consultant, after all, and had done his best to shield Nash from any sort of danger or scintillating intrigue.

      But now, with Taft, Nash felt like he was truly on a mission. There was a goal, something good that needed to be done, some wrong that needed to be righted.

      And there was the adrenaline thrill of danger thrown in as well.

      Nash hadn’t felt this good in a long time.

      The door opened, and out walked Sadler. He was wiping his hands together, drying the last bit of water off them. When he saw Taft and Nash staring at them, he stopped, gave them a funny look.

      “We know what you’re doing, Sadler,” Taft said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Protecting the serial killer. Clyde Bowen. Your friend.”

      Sadler let out a little chuckle. “That’s a pretty bold accusation.”

      “Oh yeah? And how about this one? That you and Bowen run some sort of sexual perversion operation in town, and now you’ve taken it up a notch or two. Started killing them off, planning on hiding behind your badge.”

      Sadler’s mouth opened, confidence giving way to fear.

      He looked down the hall. There was a boiler room to the side, door cracked open. He nodded toward it.

      “I’ll hear you out, but if you’re gonna besmirch my name, let’s do this in private.”

      He walked into the boiler room. Nash and Taft followed.

      “All right, so just what makes you think—”

      Taft swung the door shut. He aimed his Detective’s Special at Sadler.

      Sadler looked at the gun.

      “Jesus Christ! Are you nuts?? I’m a cop! I’m the detective in charge of this investigation!”

      “And I’m the head of a covert operation. You heard Ventress—we answer to no one. I know you’re in on this, Sadler. So let’s make this easy on everyone. Get his gun, Harbick.”

      Nash stepped over to Sadler and found his shoulder holster, took out his revolver.

      Sadler was panicked now.

      “How long has Clyde Bowen been chopping up girls?” Nash said.

      “I don’t know. I … just don’t know. I swear, I had no clue he was gonna go that far.”

      Nash looked him over. “And when Mira Lyndon went to the hospital alive, you knew that she was eventually going to identify Bowen. Then you went out looking for him. Trying to cover for him.”

      “That’s right. Because eventually everything was going to come back to what we did to women. But I swear we never even talked about killing anyone! We just tied them up, choked them, that sort of shit.”

      “At the cave,” Taft said.

      “How the hell do you know about the cave??”

      Taft took a step closer. “Shut up. Where is it?”

      Sadler opened his mouth, looked away. For a moment he was quiet, eyes darting side to side, clearly thinking about his options. It didn't take long for him to realize that he had none.

      He looked back to them.

      “Out off Goat Rock Trail. Just before the bend, you head east off the trail until you hit another rock face. The cave’s opening is small. About eight feet across.”

      “You’d better not be lying, Sadler.”

      “I’m not. I swear.”

      “Good. Thanks for your help.”

      Taft slugged him, knocking him unconscious. He took Sadler’s handcuffs and secured him to the boiler.

      Taft stood up.

      “We gotta save Conley. Let’s go find that cave before Ventress and her team does.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      “You must be out of your mind,” Dale said.

      Mira shrugged.

      “Yeah. Right. How silly of me,” he said.

      “I need her name, Dale.”

      He shook his head.

      “No way.”

      “She hurt you. You’re still hurt. No one hurts you. The name.”

      Dale shook his head, jaw set, locking eyes with her.

      “The name.”

      He didn't respond.

      “Give me the bitch’s name.”

      Anger spiked inside Dale. “Don’t you call her that.”

      “Oh, you do love her, don’t you? Still protecting her. You’re supposed to love me now. Don’t you get that? Tell me. Tell me you love me.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t.”

      Mira smiled. “I know how to make you love me.”

      She swung her legs onto the mattress, straddling him. She unbuttoned his shirt, slowly, looking up at him and smiling.

      Then she kissed his chest. Moved a bit lower and kissed some more.

      Her lips traced farther and farther down, going toward his pants.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ventress had Greg Fulton cornered against the wall, and she couldn’t believe how such a large, powerful man could look so uncomfortable. He was acting tough, to be sure, but she could tell that he wanted to be anywhere but standing there with her.

      “Are you freaking kidding me, Fulton? What the hell did you think you were doing letting Harbick go with Taft? Taft’s clearly biased to Conley’s side.”

      “Listen, lady. I don’t take orders from you,” Fulton said, straightening his tie. “You’re not my boss, and—”

      From her scant interactions with him in the board room during the pseudo-trial and this first one-on-one, Ventress could tell that Fulton was a prideful and insolent man. She wouldn’t suffer either of those qualities in the men around her.

      “Don’t call me ‘lady.’ Until this all gets sorted out, you bet I’m your boss, your mother, and your goddamn Messiah all rolled into one. Where the hell did Taft go when…”

      She faded off.

      She saw Taft and Nash at the other end of the hotel, in the lobby.

      Heading for the front doors.

      “Shit! Where are my guys?”

      She frantically scanned the area around her for her tactical team. They were nowhere in sight.

      She looked back to the hotel’s entrance.

      Taft and Nash pushed through the doors, took a left, and disappeared.

      “Shit!”

      She looked at Fulton. Turned away. Took a step to the side. Scanned the hotel for her team again. And then stepped back to Fulton, looked up at him.

      “We’ll have to do this just the two of us.”

      Fulton raised a hand, shook his head, started to reply in the negative. “I’m not here to—”

      “Let’s go,” Ventress said and grabbed the sleeve of his expensive suit jacket. “You’re coming with me. How do you like that for an order?”

      She dashed toward the doors, tugging him along with her.
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      Mira finished what she’d been doing, and she wiped her lips.

      Keeping her feet on either side of his legs, she stood up on the mattress. She giggled as she wobbled on the springs, and when she’d regained her balance, she shimmied out of her panties, which she then tossed onto the cave floor.

      She squatted back down and grabbed him hard.

      Dale grunted.

      “Well, you sure seem like a consenting adult to me,” she said with a smile.

      Dale craned his neck backwards and glanced at his shackled hands. “The chains might say otherwise.”

      She scooted forward a couple inches on the mattress, still holding him, then moved her hips back down.

      And they were together again.

      Her eyes closed, and she shuddered. She lay down on his chest, began violently thrusting, moaning while she did.

      And as this happened, with her face right below Dale’s on his chest, he saw the same effect he’d seen the first time they’d had sex.

      Allie’s face in place of hers.

      Maybe the stress had gotten to Dale. Or maybe he was just losing his damn mind.

      Because now he realized that those images of Allie weren’t just small figments of his imagination, fragments of memories.

      No, he was actually hallucinating.

      But, hell, in this situation, he’d let it happen. It would be a way out of another round of sex with a serial killer.

      He let Allie in…

      And it seemed so real. He remembered things he’d forgotten. The feel of that long, auburn hair draping down on his chest, swiping side to side, back and forth. The smiles and little noises that she made.

      And other things that he hadn’t forgotten. Things he could never forget. The curves of her form when she was above, how his hands fit perfectly above her hips. And her hands, on his shoulders. Neck arched back. The little laugh before she felt the best.

      It was real.

      Or, it sure as hell felt real.

      He was with Allie.

      But then…

      He wasn't.

      Mira again.

      Her hard thrusts, getting to her goal, the little noises of exertion and enjoyment. Banging him to make him love her.

      When it was over, she stayed on his chest, panting.

      “Oh, Dale. Oh, Dale…”

      She remained like that for a few long moments. Then she looked up at him.

      “Do you love me now?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to give me Allie’s last name?”

      “No.”

      Mira stood up and stepped off the mattress.

      She stood over him, looking down. Suddenly a smile of ecstasy came to her face. She began to twist while standing in place, like a slow, sensuous dance, hands exploring herself, going below.

      And when she spoke next, she sang. Like a child. One child taunting another.

      “I have you insiiiiiide me,” she sang, glancing down, her hands rubbing in circles over her stomach. She looked up and spoke in her normal tone. “You have to love me now. Know why? Timing. I’m as fertile as a tilled field.”

      Dale scoffed. “Oh, yeah? Well, the joke’s on you, psycho. I had my boys snipped a long time ago.”

      She looked at him for a moment. It was clear she couldn’t quite comprehend that she’d been bested that quickly. After all, she was used to having her schemes work out. Just look at all the women she’d chopped up…

      “That’s okay,” she said finally. “You don’t have to tell me you love me. Not yet. You never told Allie, after all. You’ll love me soon enough. What you do have to tell me is her name.”

      “Up yours.”

      Mira huffed, the first sign of frustration from her. “I’ve tried pleading, I’ve tried being sexy, I’ve tried blackmail.”

      She got on the mattress, straddled him.

      “Don’t make me resort to pain. Don’t make me hurt you.” She looked at him for a moment, giving him a chance.

      The sound of the word pain coming at him as a threat from a person who had recently killed four people—mutilating two of them—sent a cold wave of panic over Dale’s flesh.

      But he didn’t let it show. He couldn't. He bit his tongue, kept it in.

      “The name,” she said.

      Dale said nothing back.

      “What’s her name?”

      She slapped him.

      Burning, tight pain on his cheek.

      Dale didn’t budge.

      “The name!” she screeched so loud that it made his ears ring.

      And for just a moment, right when those two words escaped her lips, she’d looked evil. Lips pulled back, wet with saliva. Eyebrows in a harsh V. Flushed skin.

      He wouldn’t have thought that beautiful Mira Lyndon could look ugly. Repulsive. But for that brief moment, she’d been disgusting.

      Like some sort of demon.

      A monster.

      She composed herself. Took a couple breaths. And watched Dale—waiting, giving him another chance.

      When he did nothing, there was another slap. Harder. Strong enough to snap his head to the side.

      “Her name!”

      She swung again.

      “The name!”

      Another slap. And another. Swinging freely now. Both hands, whipping his face side to side. She slapped him over and over. His cheeks grew hot and numb with the pain.

      Then she balled her hands and pounded him with her fists, hard, into the chest. Bringing them down like little hammers. Alternating left and right. Biting her lip with concentration and rage.

      And when she saw that she was having no effect, she interlaced her fingers, forming a club that she brought down onto his chest, over and over.

      Dale remembered how the “stranger” had done this in the Fordyce Bathhouse, after jumping out of the changing room—a pair of interlaced hands that had slugged Dale across the jaw.

      He remained resolute, lips shut tight in a thin line.

      The fist-club pounded his chest.

      Bam. Bam. Bam.

      Then Mira stopped. And collapsed onto his chest again.

      She panted, hands resting on his shoulders, staring at him darkly.

      “Fine.”

      She stood up, walked a few feet away.

      “I hate this, Dale. I really do.”

      She knelt down.

      And picked up the knife.
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      There had been several times over the last few years that Nash regretted his excessive drinking. But he hadn’t regretted it anymore than he was at that moment.

      Because right then he was so tired he felt like he might collapse.

      He and Taft were drenched. And they were in the middle of the forest, hiking up a hill. All of this had left Nash in a state where his lungs burned, his legs felt like they weighed a hundred pounds apiece, and he had a sharp, painful stitch in his side. He’d fallen over in the mud twice, and he was having to push hard to keep up with Taft. This especially made Nash realize how bad his physique had gotten. Taft was no spring chicken. And he was far from the pinnacle of health.

      Taft was in front of him on the trail, and this time it was his turn to fall. He slipped on the slimy surface of a rock poking through the mud and landed on his side in a shallow puddle.

      Nash helped him up.

      Taft stayed hunched over, hands on his knees.

      “Are you sure this is the right trail?” Nash said.

      Taft squinted in the rain, looked around, confused, still panting. “I don’t … There! Look! Goat Rock.”

      Ahead of them was Goat Rock, its stone face gray and glossy in the rain.

      “And there’s the bend in the trail,” Nash said. “Just past it.”

      “Come on!” Taft said. “That’s where we get off the trail.”

      They took off again, running up the muddy path toward the rock.
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      Dale stared as Mira approached with the shortened blade. He felt his heart go rapid-fire in his chest. She climbed back onto the mattress, straddling him again.

      “Tell me you love me.”

      There was a small smile on her face.

      “No.”

      The smile left. She bared her teeth and swung the knife down viciously. It plunged into Dale’s right thigh.

      Dale screamed out in agony.

      She brought the knife back to her chest. Blood dripped off the end.

      “Tell me you love me.”

      He didn't respond.

      She brought the knife over her head.

      “Okay! All right! I love you. I love you! I love you, I love you! Are you happy, you crazy bitch??”

      “Not until I get her name. What’s Allie’s last name?”

      “Not happening.”

      Mira brought the knife down twice, into Dale’s thigh. He was shocked at the speed of it. Her hand had been a blur. Like the blur that had flashed into Ern Plunkett’s side, snuffing out his life.

      The pain shimmered out of his leg and into the rest of his body. He screamed out again, louder. His fingers quivered. There was sweat on his brow.

      “The name!”

      “Go to hell.”

      She stabbed him twice more in the right thigh.

      This stole Dale’s breath. He felt tingling on the sides of his face—cool, electric snapping near his temples.

      “Her name!”

      Another blast of pain. She’d stabbed him once more.

      Dale’s breaths were short. His head felt wet. And airy. And cold.

      His vision lightened. He looked at her. Mira. Her ugly beauty. Couldn’t look at her. Turned. Stared at the rock ceiling. The texture…

      And then his mind gave him a respite.

      It took him away for a moment.

      Allie’s birthday. She didn’t have many friends, and neither did Dale. They had each other. So she’d laughed when she’d come home to the decorations.

      “Please tell me that no one’s going to jump out from behind the couch.”

      “Only the puppy I bought you.”

      “You what? Dale, I’m allergic!”

      He winked. “Kidding.”

      “Don’t scare me like that.” She walked up to him, gave him a kiss, threw her arms around him, saw a surprise waiting on the counter.

      “Awwwww. That is the ugliest, sweetest homemade cake I’ve ever seen.

      A flash of pain.

      “Her name! Her name! Her name!”

      She stabbed him over and over, moving up from the right thigh…

      …away from the thick muscle…

      …and to his torso.

      There was the CRUNCH of bone as the blade struck one of his ribs.

      Dale’s eyes went wide, and he gasped.

      Whiteness.

      He was with Allie. She’d bought a new desk, the particle board type, a hundred pieces and confusing directions. He was putting it together. She was watching, laughing…

      Kissing in her car. Like teenagers…

      In his car now. Arancia. She was in the passenger seat. She put her hand on the shift knob, spread her fingers. He put his hand on top of hers, interlaced their fingers…

      Mira stopped stabbing. She threw the bloody knife to the cave floor. It clattered. She lay on his chest, panting for a moment like she had after the sex they’d had minutes earlier.

      Then she said, “You’re a stubborn man. If I can’t take that slut’s life for you, there’s only one way for you and me to be together.”

      She breathed in. Sighed.

      And when she spoke again, there was deep reluctance in her voice.

      “I’m going to have to kill you, Dale.”
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      “There!” Ventress shouted and smacked Fulton on the shoulder. “There they are! Straight ahead.”

      “I see them, dammit,” Fulton said. “You don’t need to hit me.”

      The visibility was so damn bad in the rain, Ventress had started to think that they weren’t going to find Harbick and Taft. But finally she’d spotted them. Up ahead on the trail. Two dark shapes navigating the treacherous path in the pouring rain.

      And it was a good thing too that she’d spotted them when she did because right after she found them, they did something very unexpected.

      They stepped off the trail and disappeared into the trees.

      She scowled.

      What the hell are they doing?

      She paused. For only a moment. Then took out her gun. A Smith & Wesson Model 29, 6.5-inch barrel. Just like “Dirty Harry” Callahan.

      She turned to Fulton. “Weapon out, Fulton. It’s time to do some real work.”

      Fulton reached into his suit jacket and brought out a Walther PPK.

      How fitting. How perfect. An itty-bitty foreign gun. A 3.3-in barrel, looking tiny next to her 6.5. The loser of the pissing match.

      Expensive suits… 007’s gun…

      Did this guy really think he was James Bond?

      Pathetic.

      “Come on,” she said and led Fulton off the trail. “They’re gonna lead us right to Conley.”
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      Mira traced her finger tenderly, slowly, carelessly over his chest.

      “First I’ll kill you,” she said. “Then I’ll kill me. It’s been a dark life anyway, hasn’t it? A dark world. A twisted, ugly existence. Why not die here where Clyde and Bill played their games? Bring a little love to this place.”

      Dale didn't respond. He was back in the present, aware of everything that was happening and everything that had happened. But he was numbed. His body was in so much pain that he could feel nothing. His mind was reeling but blank. The blood was warm and sticky and wet down the right side of his body, and he could feel it congealing, cracking in spots. His eyes were half closed.

      Mira climbed off him.

      “Time for your water.”

      She went to the water jug.

      “I thought you were going to kill me? Do I really need to hydrate first?”

      There was still enough strength in him to be a smartass. It wasn’t his best work. But under the circumstances, he’d cut himself some slack.

      She came back with a tin cup.

      “Oh, I am gonna kill ya.”

      She pointed at the cup. Smiled.

      “The water …” Dale said.

      He wouldn’t have believed that in his current state he’d have the ability to come to another realization, to put together the pieces of another bit of historical intrigue. But he now understood Mira’s fascination with her water…

      “I actually found those serial killer books really interesting,” she said. “The ones I planted at Clyde’s. People think of serial killers as being men, but there are plenty of females too. Except lots of the females skip the knives and the choking and all the perversion. They go a more subtle route.”

      He finished her thought for her. “Poisoning. Let me guess. Arsenic?”

      “That’s right. You really do know your history. Lots of the ladies use arsenic.”

      Dale thought back to all the times she’d offered him water in the cave, insistently, from the moment they arrived.

      “You’ve been poisoning me since we got here.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt you, Dale. Like I said, I knew you were going to be tenacious. I really wasn’t trying to hurt you. I had to subdue you. Tame you, ya big stud. Arsenic makes a person drowsy, causes confusion.”

      “Confusion. Of course. All the crazy memories I’ve had. And dreams. The hallucinations.” He paused and gave her a cold stare. “And my poor decision-making. A cloudy mind being led astray, coerced.”

      “I hope you’re not implying that our love-making was a mistake.”

      “Lady, being in the same room as you is a mistake.”

      “You don’t mean that, Dale. You have blood-loss. Arsenic-poisoning. You’re not yourself.”

      She stepped closer.

      “Come now. It’s time to drink your water.”
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      The thrilling adrenaline rush of adventure and purpose was starting to diminish for Nash. Aside from the fact that his whole body was complaining of exhaustion and wondering what the hell he was doing to it, he was also starting to get concerned.

      Because they hadn’t found the cave.

      Sadler’s directions had been vague, and they would have been difficult to follow on a bright, sunny day. But today was anything but bright and sunny. Nash could hardly orient himself at all. The rain was relentless. The forest was dark. And both he and Taft were stumbling every few feet.

      Nash had spent a lot of time in the last few years plunging into desperation, and though this assignment had shown him that perseverance was stronger and so much more important than hopelessness, he felt himself getting desperate again.

      And he imagined the worst for Dale.

      What if Ventress caught up with him before they did?

      Ahead of him, he saw Taft pull slightly to the right. It seemed to Nash that this would bring them farther away from the slope of the hill, and he cupped his hand over to yell something out to Taft.

      It was then that he saw it.

      A rock face, up the side of the hill to his left.

      He kept the hand over his mouth, yelled out.

      “Taft! Look!”

      In the rock face was a small cave opening. And the tiniest bit of light came out of it.

      “Let’s go!”

      Neither one of them wasted a second. They both started up the hill. Taft pulled out his gun, and Nash did the same, grabbing Sadler’s gun from where he’d tucked it in his pocket.

      But then there was a sound from behind them, and both of them instinctively stopped. Because the sound was undeniable. Instantly recognizable.

      It was the cocking of a gun.
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      “Come on now, sweetheart.”

      She held the tin cup over Dale’s mouth. His face was soaking wet from her attempts. This was the third cup, and he’d been fighting her off as doggedly as he could in his current state, using just enough energy to survive. He had very little strengh left.

      And he knew he might need it at any moment.

      For one last burst of resistance.

      A final stand.

      “Open up,” she said and tried to pry his mouth open with her fingers. “Open… I’ve mixed this stronger than before. It’s not going to taste great, but I promise you, if you don’t drink this, you’re not going to like the alternative. Come on now. Open up.”

      Finally she got a finger into the corner of Dale’s mouth and pulled it open. He stopped squirming. He was burning up too much of his energy in the depleted reserves he’d been carefully monitoring.

      He left his mouth open.

      “There you go.”

      She poured the water into his mouth, smiling.

      It collected, filling up like a coffee mug. The last drop plopped into the pool, and she put the cup beside the bed.

      It tasted horrible. Metallic.

      She smiled warmly, maternally. Rubbed his shoulder.

      Then he spit the water on her face.

      She jumped back. Looked at him. Wiped a hand across her face. Pulled back to slap him. And stopped. Another warm smile.

      “All right, then. No water. That’s fine. We’ll go with the alternative.”

      She started to get up…

      …and Dale suddenly swung his legs at her, wrapping them around her torso.

      It was time to use that last bit of energy.

      It was time for his final stand.

      “Dale!” she screamed in shock.

      She struggled, clawing at his thighs, while he worked them up her torso.

      He got her neck between his thighs, crossed his ankles, and squeezed as tight as he possibly could.

      She grabbed at his legs, trying desperately to pull them apart.

      “Dale! Stop!”

      She’d done her best to work him over. She’d gotten him mentally. She’d gotten him physically. She’d escalated to the point where she’d punctured him all the way up and down his right side.

      But Dale was far from beaten.

      There was still some life in him.

      And he was going to defend it.

      Dale wasn't an assassin. He wasn't that type of agent. But when situations arose, he did what he needed to.

      And in this case, he needed to snap Mira Lyndon’s neck.

      How he was going to escape the cave afterward—he was chained to the wall, after all—was another story.

      But he’d figure that out later.

      First things first.

      He yanked viciously. Over and over. Waiting for the crack.

      With each twist of his legs, he gave himself a small pep talk. Each time, he just knew that her neck would break.

      But it never did.

      And with each thrust, Dale could feel that depleted energy slipping away. Each attempt was a little weaker than the last, even if he convinced himself otherwise.

      He twisted his hips, readying for the thrust he was certain would kill her, and she slithered out between his legs. She rolled off the mattress onto the cave floor and kept rolling until she was a few feet away, safely out of the reach of his legs.

      She lay there, breathing deeply.

      Then she stood up. She looked down at him for just a moment then went to the crack in the wall.

      There was some rattling, and when she returned, she had a towel in her hand.

      “You didn’t want to drink it. Let’s see if you’ll breathe it.”

      She stepped toward him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Nash raised his hands into the air, and he saw Taft do the same thing beside him.

      Approaching out of the darkness, rain pouring down their bodies, were two armed figures. At first Nash assumed they were HSPD who had followed them from town, but as they drew closer he could see that they were Ventress and Fulton. Each of them had guns drawn, two-handed grips. And those guns were leveled at Nash and Taft.

      A sinking feeling came to Nash. Only moments earlier, he’d been worried about Dale’s safety, about whether Nash and Taft would beat Ventress and her team to Dale, whether they could stop her from eliminating him.

      Now it was clear: she’d been following them.

      Nash had led Ventress right to Dale.

      And now she was ready to take the next step.

      “That’s far enough, Taft,” Ventress said. She motioned with her head toward the cave, not taking her eyes off Taft. “Conley’s in there. With the girl. Isn’t he?”

      “Yes. But it’s not what you think.” Taft spoked loudly enough that he could be heard over the thunderous rain, but his tone was mediating and measured. Nash imagined this had come from years of field experience. “Let me show you something. I’m going to reach into my jacket pocket. Slowly.”

      Taft carefully put his hand into his jacket, keeping his eyes on Ventress. He pulled out the letter—which was instantly drenched in the rain—and handed it toward her.

      She and Fulton were a few feet away. She took a couple careful steps forward—gun still leveled on Taft—and took the note.

      “Just read that,” Taft said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      Mira stepped toward the bed, approaching from the top, wisely avoiding Dale’s legs this time.

      She dropped to her knees and held up the towel.

      Her face was blank. Not cold. Not slightly smiling. Not reluctant. Not concealing some emotion that was fighting to get out. Blank. A perfectly clean slate. She looked unnatural.

      Dale wanted to do something. Anything. But he could hardly even move his head. He’d used every bit of the energy reserves he’d been storing on his leg attack. And now he was depleted.

      But he could talk. There was still enough strength for that.

      Dale could always be a smartass.

      Even to the bitter end.

      “I hear the afterlife is lovely this time of year.”

      No reaction from Mira. The blank, emotionless look on her face didn’t change. She was robotic.

      And in one swift, cold, robotic movement, she brought the towel down over Dale’s face, covering him but for his eyes and the top of his head. She clamped her hand over his mouth and nose and pressed down hard.

      “No! No!”

      The same awful, metallic taste.

      Except more concentrated.

      Pure.

      Dale thrashed violently.

      She kept her hand planted, moving it with the twisting of his head.

      “It’s okay, my love,” she said. “Calm down. Just breathe it in.”

      Finally the robotic spell on her face lifted. Emotion was back. She smiled fondly at him.

      “Shhhh. It’ll all be over soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ventress finished reading the note. And then looked away.

      Sadler.

      Conley had been on to Sadler. That’s why Conley went missing, went rogue. That’s why he took Mira Lyndon.

      “I told you, Ventress,” Harbick said. “He’s protecting that girl.”

      Ventress hated to be wrong. And she hated to admit when someone else had bested her. But Harbick was right. Conley had been saving the girl. Everything added up in Ventress’ mind.

      Sadler. Clyde Bowen. Mira Lyndon.

      Why hadn’t she seen it before?

      She slowly reached the note back out to Taft and gave a defeated nod that gave a clear, non-verbal message: You were right.

      Ventress wasn’t so prideful that she couldn’t admit when she’d been wrong.

      She just wasn’t going to say so out loud.

      “The good news is, we can get them out of that cave,” she said. “And get Mira Lyndon back to the hospital. When we—”

      She was cut off by a scream that came from the cave, so loud that it cut right through the pounding of the rain on the leaves all around them.

      “No! Stop!”

      It had been a man’s voice...

      She looked at Harbick, confused.

      “It’s Dale!” he shouted, and he and Taft immediately bolted toward the cave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Dale began to cough. He could taste blood.

      He swung his head left and right, trying to shake away from the towel, the grasp.

      Mira rubbed her free hand over his sweaty face, through his sopping hair.

      “Shhhh. Shh-shh-shh,” she said quietly, soothingly. “Be still, baby. Shhh. Be still.”

      Dale looked at her then.

      Allie smiled at him, shook her head.

      “I can’t believe you’re making such a fuss over this.”

      Dale was lying on his back on Allie’s bed. One leg was kicked up, and his 501s were rolled up to his knee. Allie was beside him with a brown plastic bottle of peroxide in one hand and a piece of gauze in the other.

      She dabbed at his leg with the gauze.

      “Ouch!”

      “Oh, stop being such a baby,” she said smiling, almost laughing. “It’s just a little peroxide.”

      She dabbed him again.

      “Ow! Allie!”

      He twisted his leg away from her. She reached for it. He pulled it away again.

      She gave him a put-out look

      “Catch me if you can,” he said with a grin.

      “Hold still. I can’t believe you wiped out a rented bicycle on what was supposed to be a romantic ride through the park.”

      “It was a steep hill. How could I let it pass?”

      “You’re such a big kid. Goofball.”

      He was still moving his leg left and right, avoiding her grasp and the peroxide.

      “I got a better idea,” he said. “Something that’ll fix me right up.”

      He winked and motioned to the open area on the mattress next to him.

      “It cures everything, don’t ya know?”

      Allie rolled her eyes.

      “You’re not getting out of this peroxide, mister. Now hold still.”

      Mira clenched down harder, and Dale could feel her fingers digging in through the towel.

      “I said hold still!” she screamed.

      She pulled the towel off Dale’s head and threw it angrily across the room.

      And as soon as she did, Dale felt his head roll to the side. And then back. It was floating on its own accord. He was floating. Airy. Cold. Nausea in his stomach and a burning in his throat.

      Mira jumped to her feet.

      “Fine!”

      She stormed off across the cave, back to the crack along the floor.

      She returned with a different knife from the one she’d used earlier. It was a full-sized knife. An eight-inch chef’s blade.

      “This is special, Dale,” she said. “This is the one I used to kill Clyde. Not his women. Just Clyde. I loved him. So it makes sense that I should use it to finish you off too.”

      She stood over him. With the big knife at her side. Looking wicked.

      Allie stood over him. Looking beautiful.

      There was a warm expression on her face.

      He looked into her eyes.

      “I forgive you, Allie.”

      The radiant glow on her face turned into a smile.

      And then it changed to a scowl.

      She screamed.

      Mira’s arms quivered at her side until she’d finished screaming.

      Ahhhhhhhh!

      It was piercing. It echoed off the walls.

      “You said that bitch’s name! I can’t believe you said her name! Don’t you realize that I love you, you goddamn fool? I loved him, too. Clyde. I killed his whores, and I killed the son of a bitch himself. And now I’m gonna kill you.”

      She raised the knife over her head, both hands on the handle, and approached the mattress.

      And then there was a deafening roar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Mira stumbled back, grabbing her stomach. There was a massive, bloody wound. She dropped the knife. Her back smashed into the cave wall.

      It had been a gunshot. Horribly loud, sending another jolt of discomfort through Dale’s battered body. His ears rang.

      Four people entered the cave, guns drawn. At the front was Alberta Ventress. Her Smith & Wesson Model 29 had a plume of smoke coming from the end of its long barrel. Behind her were three men—Taft, Nash, and the sharply-dressed black man Dale had seen at the Arlington.

      Taft made eye contact with Dale. A look of concern flushed over him, and he dashed over to the mattress, bent over next to Dale.

      Ventress kept her gun leveled on Mira, cautiously approaching her. The black man, though, threw caution to the wind. He holstered his gun—a Walther PPK—and dashed over to Mira, dropping down beside her as Taft had done with Dale.

      Dale craned his neck around Taft—who was gingerly examining Dale’s wounds and asking him something about how he felt—to see what was happening.

      The black man had his hand on Mira’s shoulder. There was a streak of bright red blood on the man’s expensive suit. Mira twisted violently.

      Taft’s voice.

      “Conley? Conley, buddy, can you hear me?”

      Dale turned to him. Nodded.

      Allie stood behind him.

      Dale and Allie were on a beach. Tybee Island, Georgia. It was the first trip they took together, a test of their relationship.

      Downtown D.C. Connor’s Deli. Best chicken salad ever. The kind of place only locals know. Allie plucked the grape slices out of hers. Dale questioned her on this. He didn’t get it. Who the hell doesn’t like grapes?

      The boardwalk. In Maine. They were walking again. Dale had bought her the beach glass bracelet. She was ecstatic. On his arm. Thanking him. Kissing his cheek.

      Dale saw movement. Turned. The black man was tending to Mira. He must have had first aid training. Ventress stood behind them, looking down, watching.

      Mira twitched. Screamed.

      Clearly dying.

      This made Dale’s eyes moisten.

      She’d cut him up. She’d poisoned him. She’d tried to kill him. She’d murdered four people. But she and Dale had been bonded. Even if his judgment had been impaired by the poison, they’d joined physically. And they’d survived together, hiding in this cave from forces in the outside world. He’d tended to her injuries. They’d shared their stories.

      And even though she had been a monster in the truest sense, Dale knew that had her life’s hand of cards been only the tiniest bit better, she might have ended up in a completely different and more peaceful situation. Even with the killer lurking in her brain. Dale was a believer in listening to people, in believing in them. That’s why he hadn’t rejected Nash the moment he found the guy’s dark secrets, hadn’t cast him aside like the rest of the world had.

      At the thought of Nash, Dale looked away from Mira.

      Nash.

      He needed to find Nash.

      He scanned the cave. And found him.

      He stood a few feet away. Looking down. Leering. Watching with awe at the last violent moment’s of Mira Lyndon’s life.

      He looked frightening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      This was it. It was finally happening.

      Nash was finally getting to watch a sexy, young woman twisting in agony. Only moments away. Moments away from her end.

      A breath shuddered out of his mouth, and he felt his eyes roll back slightly in his head. A wave of cool sweat. Lightheadedness. His fingers tingled. His crotch bulged.

      But he couldn’t deny that there was part of him resisting it, questioning the appeal, wondering if the fantasy was best left a fantasy…

      Mira Lyndon’s cries were high-pitched, and they echoed harshly off the hard, stone walls, piercingly loud, so loud that they hurt his eardrums, each yelp digging into him like a sensuous dagger.

      Those screams were intermingled with moans, and little whimpers, some tears. It was delightful, delicious, the—

      There was a voice behind him. A faint voice.

      “Nash.”

      He turned.

      It was Dale. On the bed. Taft was crouched beside him, examining the shackles on his hands, trying to get him out.

      Dale looked weak. Not terribly far from death himself. His eyes were barely cracked open, but he had them focused right on Nash.

      “No,” Dale said, small and hoarse.

      Nash didn’t have to ask Dale for clarification. He knew exactly what Dale meant.

      Nash glanced back at Mira Lyndon—getting a quick view of her twitching—and then looked back to Dale again.

      “She’s dying, Dale.”

      “Yeah, she is, pal. Don’t watch.”

      Nash couldn’t believe it. This was his moment. Finally. Something that was supposed to be his reward for waiting so very long. And yet he could sense the beginning of an argument, something to spoil his moment.

      “I didn’t do it,” Nash said. “There’s no harm in me watching.”

      He looked back to Mira Lyndon. There must’ve been a fresh wave of pain for the girl because now she wasn’t just twitching—now her torso was writhing back-and-forth, almost hopping, little convulsions of agony. And it made Nash—

      “Nash!”

      He turned to Dale again.

      “Don’t,” Dale said.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong!” Nash shouted. He wasn’t going to let Dale ruin this for him. “I didn’t kill her! It’s not illegal to watch someone die.”

      As he looked at him, Nash saw Dale gather a bit of strength. He got up on an elbow, put his hand on Taft and leaned around him, getting a bit closer to Nash, looking Nash in the eyes. “It’s not the law we’re talking about, Nash. It’s your soul!”

      Nash could hear Mira Lyndon’s screams behind him, and he hated Dale then for pulling him away from them. It was like being dragged from your final symphony, your masterpiece, just as you were composing it.

      “You’re chained to a wall in a cave, half-dead, and you’re still trying to be a hero, still trying to run my life.”

      It was true. That was exactly what Dale was being. A half-dead hero.

      Someone like Dale would never quit. And someone like Nash knew that someone like Dale was right.

      Nash should have listened to Dale all along. He realized this.

      And there had been that voice in his head telling him it wasn’t right. His voice, not Dale’s, saying he shouldn’t enjoy the woman’s death.

      But then there was a fresh round of screams.

      Nash’s head started to turn to her again, denying the moralistic voice inside him, and—

      “Nash!”

      He quickly turned back to Dale.

      “Listen to me, Nash,” he said earnestly. “I don’t know much about spiritual matters—and maybe it’s the arsenic talking—but I do know that if you watch that woman die for enjoyment, you’ll no longer be a sick person trying desperately to get well. You will truly be a monster. Leave the cave, Nash. Go.”

      Nash didn’t respond. He stared at Dale.

      His eyes flicked to Mira Lyndon.

      Twisting on the floor.

      Moaning in agony.

      Fulton and Ventress tending to her.

      He looked back to Dale.

      Took a breath.

      And nodded.

      He turned and stepped to the mouth of the cave. Behind him, he could hear the woman’s torment, but as he walked, her screams grew fainter and the sound of the rain grew louder.

      He stepped outside. The pouring rain instantly drenched him again, and he felt cold.

      There were just the smallest hints of Mira Lyndon’s screams behind him. But mostly he heard the pounding of the rain in the trees.

      He looked up into the dark sky, squinted his eyes against the raindrops. So many and falling so hard that it almost hurt his face. But it also tickled.

      He smiled. And laughed.

      It rushed over him. The rain. Freezing cold. So cold that it made him laugh louder.

      The noise was loud, pounding through the trees, but if he concentrated, he could still hear the sound of individual raindrops hitting individual leaves, even over the howling wind, the shaking branches.

      It was a peaceful sound.

      And he realized that, for several moments, he’d heard nothing from the cave.

      No pain. Nothing dark.

      He'd only heard the raindrops. Over everything else. Those laughably peaceful raindrops.

      And then there was a sound from the cave. Fulton’s voice.

      “She’s gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Several days later.

      Dale and Nash were at the Alistaire. They both wore fluffy, white robes, and they were in a tiled hallway lined with ferns. The air was moist. Nash walked beside Dale, who was in a wheelchair. Behind Dale was Camila, pushing his chair.

      “Now, I’m making an exception for you,” Camila said, “so don’t get me in trouble. Keep those bandages away from the water.”

      Dale twisted his head back, looked straight up at her from below. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Camila leaned closer, glanced over at Nash, and then whispered to Dale, “You’re an adorable patient, by the way.”

      Nash shook his head.

      He’d heard.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later.

      Dale was really enjoying the feeling of the hot water on his left calf. He could definitely understand what all the hullabaloo was about. He only wished he could get all the way in like Nash, who was submerged to his neck, a couple feet away from him.

      Most of Dale’s right side was covered in white bandages that peeked out from under the robe he had draped over himself as he sat at the edge of the pool. This was part of his bargain with Camila, allowing him to enjoy a limited experience with the world-famous water. She didn’t want customers seeing his wounds. They were pretty gross, even covered.

      “Sadler’s going to take the plea bargain,” Nash said. “He and the DA’s office never really got along, apparently. They’ll lessen the sentence if he confesses. Obstructing justice, falsifying evidence, a whole slew of other charges.”

      “Even if his sentence is shortened, he’s gonna meet up in prison with guys he put away,” Dale said. “He’s not gonna have it easy.”

      Nash nodded his agreement. “And just maybe he’ll end up getting it the way he and Clyde Bowen gave it to all those women at the cave.”

      Dale looked out over the spa. He and Nash had the place mostly to themselves, only a couple other people in the far pool. Distant splashing.

      The echoey sounds reminded Dale of the cave.

      “No matter what happens to him,” Dale said. "I know he’s not gonna end up fractured like Mira.”

      "Is that what you want to happen?”

      “No. Not at all,” Dale said. “What I want is for people like you and Mira to never get fractured in the first place, to instead get the help they need.”

      Dale thought about Mira. He was going to be haunted by her. Not just their experiences together. Not just the torture. Not just her unrelenting sexiness, a sexiness that still aroused him, the thought of it, even after the unspeakable things she’d done to him.

      But rather the potential. There was a potential in her that Dale could see from the moment they met. There was something more genuine in the depths of this serial killer than he’d seen in many—hell, most—“normal” people he’d met in his life. Mira Lyndon had been dealt a bad hand. Had she gotten an ace or two … who knows what she could have been.

      And that’s how Dale thought about Nash as well. Most people, once they learned his secret, looked at Nash and saw the monster. But Dale saw the same man he’d known before. Another person holding a shitty hand of cards. Dale had tried to slide Nash a few aces before they parted ways in Chicago, and Nash had refused. But he was hoping that he would accept this time.

      “Say, Nash. The BEI will be more than willing to offer you another head-start on life. I hope you’ll take it.”

      Nash turned to him. “I think I will. And I’m going to get help, too. Real help this time. I’ll find the right shrink. Someone like you. Someone who’ll really listen. I apologize for rejecting your help the first time. That was … prideful of me. I shouldn’t have doubted your intentions. And I’m sorry.”

      Dale gave him a smile.

      “Water under the bridge, buddy,” he said and splashed the steamy surface in front of them with his foot. “All is forgiven.”
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