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CHAPTER 1
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WHEN you had hands as good as Jordan Carpenter’s, you didn’t need much of anything else. What man wouldn’t want the ability to subdue a woman’s pulse to a gentle flutter with nothing more than a touch. Or to make her throat tremble like a kitten’s purr. It was said that he could whisper directly to the heart and make it do his bidding. And even if some of the claims were slight exaggerations, it was unquestionably true that he was gifted with “hand-mindedness.”
People stood in line to experience his touch and to watch him perform. He wasn’t a masseur or a musician, although he’d always wanted to be the latter. His instruments were the scalpel and laser, and his stage the operating room. He was a mender of broken hearts, a master cardiothoracic surgeon, and the inventor of cutting-edge technology. And if his achievements hadn’t put him on the map, his gunmetal hair and high-contrast blue eyes probably would have.
Carpenter had fallen into the hands of the mythmakers. But as flattering as their stories were, the notoriety had made him a target. Some of his colleagues were openly envious and suspicious of his medical advances and the media attention that dogged him. And fame hadn’t buffered him from the realities of everyday life, either. The eminent doctor had exactly the same problems every other bachelor did.
His meddling kid sister, Penny, had dedicated herself to filling the void in his life by finding him the perfect woman, despite the fact that he was happy the way he was. His laundry was consistently tattletale gray, and the only thing he could cook was microwave popcorn. But none of those things compared to his immediate problem.
The doctor was up to his eminent butt in bird shit.
The yellow crested cockatiel his sister had foisted upon him was perched on the back of the kitchen chair where Jordan had thrown his workout clothes the night before. And even as the bird cocked her head at him and pretended total innocence, she lifted her tail.
“No!” Jordan bellowed. There was already oyster white graffiti all over his favorite Lakers jersey. Feathers flew as he shooed the bird away and picked up the shirt with a look of abject male disgust.
“This is sacrilege,” he whispered. “I could duct tape your scrawny ankles and use you as a feather duster. The SPCA wouldn’t touch me.”
He grabbed a rag from the sink and worked at one of the spots but only succeeded in doubling its size. The shirt was totaled.
“You know, they make explosives out of this stuff,” he informed the cockatiel as he stuffed his prized possession in the trash masher. “Maybe I should sell you to a munitions factory south of the border, huh? You’d like that?”
Birdy was a fortieth birthday gift, another of his sister’s misguided attempts to find him the woman of his dreams. She’d rounded up Sunday school teachers, librarians, nurses—lots of nurses—and finally, in desperation, a twenty-something masseuse. So great was Penny’s frustration after a decade of strikeouts, that she’d walked in one day and plunked the cockatiel down, cage and all, on his kitchen table.
“You need female companionship!” she’d cried softly.
He’d accepted the bird under duress, foolishly hoping that Penny might leave him alone. But he’d never intended to keep Birdy. He even played around with the idea of setting her free, but when he opened the cage door, he discovered she couldn’t fly. Her wings had been clipped, and that realization had really gotten to him. He couldn’t imagine it. Poor damn thing needed someone to ferry her around.
A year later, he and Birdy were still the odd couple, and he was still her main mode of transportation. She especially liked sitting on his head when he took a sauna in the bathroom he’d converted. Right now, she clearly wanted to hitch a ride on his person, even at the risk of duct taped ankles.
“Get on,” he grumbled. She climbed aboard his index finger and began to sidestep her way up his arm, which brought a wince. He was wearing nothing but a T-shirt and sweatpants, and her claws were as sharp as fishhooks. Relief came when she reached his sleeve, got purchase in the soft, white cotton, and scuttled up onto his shoulder. She began immediately to nuzzle his hair and gently tap his skull with her beak.
“I don’t have time for a house pet,” Jordan murmured, stroking her downy chest with his finger. “You know that, don’t you? And even if I did, I don’t like birds.”
His insults sent Birdy into ecstasy. Or maybe it was his raspy morning voice. Something made her go nuts whenever he growled at her. He wished it worked that way with women . . . and maybe it did. He hadn’t growled at one in a long time.
An open box of sunflower seeds sat atop the kitchen TV. Jordan picked it up on his way to the front room, where Birdy’s Victorian cage stood, door ajar, on a wrought-iron pedestal. Maybe if he put her to bed at night, she would stop redecorating the place. She wasn’t crazy about the cage, though. She preferred her bird station, a fake cedar log with leafy branches and a rope ladder made out of twigs that dropped to the floor. Another thoughtful gift from Penny. Somebody ought to get his little sister married. The woman had too much time on her hands.
Jordan filled the bird’s basin and then took a quick look around for his pager, which was always disappearing. He swore Birdy dragged it off and hid it every chance she got, although he had yet to catch her at it. Last night he’d left it on the coffee table. Naturally, it wasn’t there now. He had a backup at the hospital, but it was a different number, and the staff complained bitterly about having to call both. Not that he blamed them. It was frustratingly inefficient.
He shook the couch cushions and gave up when the pager didn’t fall out.
Dawn was misting the east windows of the roomy old house where Jordan had grown up. His parents had turned the place over to him when they’d retired and moved to Florida, and Jordan had changed nothing, except to add the bird furniture and, with Birdy’s help, generally mess things up. Sunflower seeds littered the carpet like rice after a wedding, and a bottle of beer was still tilting on the edge of the coffee table, where Jordan had set it before passing out from exhaustion last night. Five surgeries back to back had taken their toll, but that was his schedule lately.
Birdy cocked her head and peered at the front door with her alert gaze, making Jordan wonder if someone was outside. He hesitated, waiting for a knock. A shadow crossed one of the front windows. Someone was out there. He grabbed his blue work shirt from the couch and quietly approached the door. His gut told him to be cautious, that something was up, but maybe it was just the early hour.
He didn’t notice the figure lurking near the lilac bushes when he first opened the door. The rambling front porch appeared to be empty, but the hammock creaked as if someone had been lying in it. More likely, someone had bumped it, he realized.
Jordan’s gut tightened. “Who’s there?”
A tall, shadow-thin man in a nondescript gray suit stepped forward. Jordan quickly sized him up as something under six feet, whereas Jordan was just over, at six one. The other man was lighter, too, probably by twenty to twenty-five pounds. What struck Jordan was the soft brown felt hat he wore. It was pulled down so that it concealed his eyes and exposed only one side of his face, which was severely burned. The taut, shiny skin was ridged with waves that disfigured everything in their wake, including what Jordan could see of his mouth and nose.
Inside the house, Birdy was echoing Jordan’s question: “Who’s there?”
Jordan registered that as a milestone. Birdy had never spoken before. He hadn’t taught her how on the theory that less was more when it came to cockatiels.
“Is there someone inside?” the other man asked.
It was an intrusion, and Jordan’s narrowing gaze must have reflected that. “Who are you, and what do you want?”
The other man was polite but firm. “May I suggest we go inside, Dr. Carpenter? I don’t think you want your neighbors to hear this conversation.”
He’d already flipped open a badge holder that identified him as a CIA agent, and Jordan’s first thought was that someone had died. But then, why would the CIA be notifying him?
“We’ll talk here.” Jordan didn’t want the man inside the house. He had a bad feeling about this, but he took the badge, which looked authentic enough. It was pressed with the agency seal and identified the agent as Edwin Truitt, an officer of the CIA. Truitt’s picture revealed little beyond the badly burned profile Jordan had already seen.
“Is there someone else in there?”
“I distinctly remember asking what you want.” It would have been natural to be intimidated. Most people had a problem with authority figures, especially law enforcement, but Jordan was something of a figure himself, and he knew it was mostly image, mostly bluff. Everybody postured, even the CIA.
From down the street, the squeal of bike brakes and the heavy slap of rolled newsprint told Jordan the morning papers were being delivered. The neighborhood was beginning to stir. Normally, this was his favorite time of day, the beginning. But he had a hunch this one would be a beginning like no other.
The agent returned his badge to the place inside his coat where agents kept badges. When the man looked up, Jordan tried to get a glimpse of the other side of his face, which didn’t appear to be burned. He seemed to be deliberately exposing the scars, and Jordan wondered if it was because he wanted to repulse and frighten people. Nice guy.
“The agency has a problem, Dr. Carpenter. We need your help.”
“The CIA needs my help?”
The agent’s focus tightened. He drilled Jordan with a look. This isn’t a joke, he seemed to be saying. He’d come on bona fide CIA business, a frightening thought if any of what Jordan knew about the agency was true. Again, gut instinct told him not to open this door, not even a crack, but he was curious by now, and he probably didn’t have a choice. “Go on,” he said.
“Very well, but first I need to tell you that national security is involved, Doctor. Anything we discuss this morning has to be held in the strictest confidence.”
Now Jordan was curious, and perhaps that was what the agent had intended. “Go ahead.”
“Good, I’ll get right to the point. There’s a serial killer at large, and she’s targeting doctors—high-profile doctors like you. We’ve kept local law enforcement and the media out of it for the reason I told you, national security. That’s why I’m here instead of the FBI. This is not your typical serial killer case. Our suspect is running around with enough information in her head to start a third world war.”
“And your suspect’s a woman. Did I hear that correctly?”
“Not the way you’re thinking, Doctor. Erase from your mind the concept of mother, sister, lover, or friend. She’s not that kind of female. They call her Angel Face, and I’ve never run up against anything quite like her. I’m not sure the agency has, either . . . .”
He went on, and Jordan fell silent as his visitor began to untangle a macabre knot of dysfunctional family life. Curiosity held him, but it was a surreal experience. Outside the covered porch, which hid two total strangers from view, the summer sky brightened and the birds began to serenade. A neighbor’s back door slammed, and another newspaper thudded against a stoop. The world was awakening to a serene new day, and Jordan Carpenter was listening with a disbelieving heart to one of the darkest and most disturbing stories he’d ever heard . . . and as a doctor, he’d heard a few.
According to the agent, the CIA had extensive background on their prime suspect, an exquisitely lovely twenty-seven-year-old grad student who was raised in a foster home by a small-town doctor. She was heartbreakingly beautiful, even as a small child, and the widowed surgeon was obsessed with her. He never molested or beat her, but his methods of control were diabolical. He would question her incessantly about boys and accuse her of leading them on before she was old enough to know what that meant. He would buy the things little girls dream of and then break them to punish her. When she didn’t jump to do his bidding, he would cause harm to innocent bystanders—his own elderly patients or her pets—and tell her it was her fault because she’d made him angry.
He forbade her to date in high school, but she met a boy and fell in love. When they tried to run away together, a car accident put the boy in the hospital, gravely injured. He didn’t live through the operation, and she understood why the moment she saw the surgeon. Her foster father had operated on her boyfriend.
She knew then that he would never let her go, and she became desperate to escape. A bizarre turn of events gave her the chance. One day she found him in the throes of a heart attack. He told her to use the defibrillator paddles, and when the first charge didn’t work, he ordered her to increase the voltage. She hesitated, and they both realized the balance of power in their relationship had shifted. He raged at her, threatening to destroy everything she loved, and it cost him his life. He had modified the machine for his own purposes, and when she spiked the voltage, it stopped his heart with a brutal jolt of electricity.
That was when she knew she could kill. And perhaps that was when Angel Face was born.
“She’s killed twice more since her foster father,” the agent told Jordan. “Both doctors and both by inducing heart attacks.”
“With the paddles?” Jordan was appalled, but he was curious, too. “Why hasn’t she been apprehended, since you know so much about her?”
“It isn’t that simple. She was once one of the intelligence community’s most valuable informants. Her source was a brilliant recluse who developed biowarfare applications and then attempted to sell them to the highest bidder. No one but Angel Face could get direct access to him, and once she did, he fell hopelessly under her spell, like everyone else. She’s lethal, Doctor. She looks like an angel, but she’s a fiend, a fiend with a heart-shaped face.”
“Did she kill her source, too?”
“How did you guess that?” The agent gave him a sharp look. “Someone killed him, but the MO was different: poison.”
Jordan rubbed the back of his neck, pondering what he’d just heard. There was a part of him strangely fascinated with the agent’s story, but he didn’t want to be.
“What is it you want from me?” he asked.
“We want you to help us flush her out.”
“Me? Why?”
“You’re doctor number four. You’re next on her death list.”
Jordan wanted to laugh, it was so absurd. Floorboards groaned under his feet. “Why would she want to kill me?”
“Because she’s fixated on you, like she was on all the others. You have to understand that she grew up in a torture chamber. She was under the total control of one godlike doctor, who made her feel responsible for his heinous acts, even the ones he committed against her. She survived the way many POWs do, by fantasizing.”
“Fantasizing about doctors?” Jordan asked. “It was a doctor who tortured her.”
“According to our profiler, she dreamed up her own godlike doctor, one who was powerful enough to stand up to her foster father and rescue her from the hell she lived in. That sustained her when she was a kid, but as she grew older, the fantasy became more romantic, and this doctor not only rescued her, he fell in love with her.”
“I still don’t see what that has to do with me.”
“You will,” the agent said edgily. “Trust me, you will.”
He drifted deeper into the shadows of the porch, talking as he went. “Her father had medical journals and magazines around, and she began to fixate on the doctors she read about. But as the abuse worsened and she grew sicker, her fantasies turned into delusions. They became more rigid and extreme. In time, her fantasy figure had to be perfect, flawless, a Christlike figure, and no one could live up to that.”
He gave the hammock a push and sent it rocking. “When she came across someone like you, a media hero, she saved every scrap of paper she could find. But eventually, no matter who the doctor was, she would discover a flaw, and that’s when her fantasy turned paranoid. Her mind could only encompass extremes, and if her savior wasn’t perfect, then he must be evil like her father. There was nothing in between.”
“Are you saying that she saw me as a savior, then discovered a flaw and now she wants to kill me?”
The agent ignored the question. “Angel Face knew everything there was to know about evil doctors. They maimed, tortured, and killed the innocent. So when her saviors suddenly turned into her father, she had to stop them.”
He turned to Jordan. “You see how it works?”
Jordan saw more than he wanted to.
“Now someone has to stop her,” the other man stressed. “You see that, don’t you?”
“Isn’t that what they pay you to do? They pay me to operate on people. Big difference.”
“That depends on whose life you want to save, Doctor. Someone else’s or your own.”
“Maybe that’s your reality. Mine is patients on waiting lists, dying before I can get to them to operate.”
“What about your colleagues? What about the doctors who’ve died?”
“What doctors?” Jordan asked. “Who are they?” The agent pushed, and he pushed back. It was becoming a shoving match.
“I’m not at liberty to say, unfortunately. I came here to talk about you. And about her, Angel Face. She’s an escape artist. She’s eluded everybody we’ve put on her, our best people. We need something she wants, something that will bring her out in the open. That’s where you come into it.”
The man’s frustration was obvious. Jordan turned and contemplated the sunrise as if he was making a decision, but in fact he already had.
“I’m sorry,” he told his uninvited guest. “I’ve got a surgery schedule that’s piled high through Christmas. I can’t find time for the mundane things like sleeping and eating, and even if I could, paranoid delusions and death lists are way out of my line.”
The expanding silence finally brought Jordan around. The other man’s face showed no expression. It was held fast by the scarring, which gave him a creepy, reptilian look. Maybe that was why he exposed only the burned side, Jordan thought. It was his poker face.
When the agent made no move to leave, Jordan added with faint irony, “It’s too bad you had to come all this way. If you’d called—”
“I don’t call, Dr. Carpenter. And it was no trouble, believe me.”
He lifted his head and studied Jordan, his stare unnaturally bright.
“You’re an interesting man,” he said. “Not too many high school dropouts go on to become world-famous surgeons. Still, you left a few skeletons behind, didn’t you—one by the name of Cathy Crosby?”
Jordan’s hand came up. He was reaching for the man. His heart rate was thunderous. “What is this? Some kind of cheap attempt at blackmail?”
The crooked mouth almost smiled. “I thought I’d ask how she’s doing, that’s all.”
“Cathy Crosby is dead, and you know it.” Jordan came across the porch, his voice a terrible whisper.
The agent stepped back. “Yes, I do know it, Dr. Carpenter . . . and so does she, Angel Face.”
“I’m telling you once to get off my property. Once, and then I’m going to throw you from here to the picket fence.”
The other man shrugged as if to say, No problem. Halfway down the steps, he glanced over his shoulder. “Just a friendly word of advice about Angel Face, if you’ll permit me?”
Jordan finally nodded.
“She’s an escape artist, but she’s also a quick-change artist, and what changes is her face. You won’t see the same woman twice.”
“That must keep things interesting.”
“Her father was obsessed with her because of her beauty, and he punished her because he couldn’t have her. Angel Face grew up desperate to be someone else, anyone else. She tried to make herself into someone her father wouldn’t want so she could escape the abuse. She’s still trying.”
He drew a legal-size envelope from inside his coat and tossed it onto the porch. “In case you change your mind.”
With that, he was on his way, moving swiftly down the steps, across the street, and out of eyeshot.
Jordan stepped out onto the porch and picked up the packet. He didn’t want it lying on the porch, but he wasn’t changing his mind. And no blackmailing CIA agent with a story about an abused female serial killer was changing it for him. As soon as he got his bearings, he was going to call the CIA and follow up—or have his attorney do it. In fact, he might just call a former patient of his who was once highly placed in the intelligence community, Mitch Ryder had retired because of his health and turned to detective work. Yeah, maybe he’d give Mitch a call.
Jordan came through the door with more force than usual, and Birdy’s feathers ruffled in surprise. The packet landed in the wastebasket, unopened. He had a quadruple bypass and three angioplasties today. There were people whose lives depended on him to be sane and focused. He didn’t have time for such nonsense.
“Where the hell’s my pager?” he muttered.
“Fooled you, fooled you!” Birdy squawked.
When did that bird learn to talk?

CHAPTER 2
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SAMMY Tran pulled the earmuffs off his head and tossed them into the nippy air like a mortarboard on graduation day. He would have let out a whoop of joy but was afraid it might wake the dead, as he referred to the other research drones who worked in the Cognitive Studies lab. Too many of his coworkers were pasty-faced, bug-eyed zombies who labored around the clock and never saw the sun. Their idea of fun was beating the computer at a breakneck game of solitaire.
Sammy’s idea of fun was brain-tapping serial killers, and he’d just broken the bank. Brain-tapping was the catchphrase he’d come up with to describe a revolutionary new software program he was debugging for SmartTech, the biotech company where he’d been on staff since graduating from MIT a few years back.
The program combined the biology of the latest brain-mapping techniques with the psychology of FBI profiling by continuously compiling both kinds of data on a study subject and then reducing the input to linear correlations that could predict the subject’s violent or antisocial behavior with a surprising degree of accuracy. So far, only prison inmates in controlled situations had been tested, but the program was intended for much broader applications. There was hope it would one day be used as routinely as drug testing.
“Suuh-weet,” Sammy murmured, imagining the newspaper headlines when the story broke: “Software Reads Killers’ Minds! Predicts Homicide Before It Happens.”
He watched the activity on the computer monitor with the reverence of a NASA engineer watching a Mars probe. “Wait till it gets out that we can do sophisticated brain imaging with the equivalent of wireless components and cell sites. The old farts will never believe it.”
His gleeful chuckle had an F-you quality to it. He’d been ridiculed since he was a kid for his strange and morbid visions of the future. At a conservative institution like MIT, the rejection had been savage. Only here at SmartTech had his ideas been embraced and—much more importantly—funded. He was grateful and loyal. The researchers here even had their own cubicles, a perk reserved for the section chiefs in most labs.
“Believe what, Sammy?”
Sammy tried to swallow, but he’d dried up like leftover toast. Angela Lowe had just spoken his name in her soft, dulcet tones. She was the lone exception to his research drone observation. Angela was neither pasty-faced nor bug-eyed. She had the dreamiest chocolate mocha gaze he’d ever seen.
Kitten eyes, he called them. The way Sammy figured it, she must have been a cat in another life, because every once in a while he was struck with the notion that she was purring and making the delicate little throaty sounds cats made, at least mentally. “Love me, stroke me, feed me,” was what she seemed to be saying with her wide, wistful gaze. He couldn’t imagine why she was wasting away her days in a tomblike biotech company, but he was damn glad of it.
“Take a look.” He waved her over to the computer and beamed with pride as she peered at the screen.
“Sammy? What does this mean?” Surprise radiated from her as she turned to him. She was clutching his earmuffs, which she’d picked up off the floor. They kept the temperature low in the lab because the clean rooms and many of the experiments required it, and his ears were already frosting over. But he kind of liked the way she was cuddling the lambswool cups.
“Is that Angel Face?” she asked. “It looks like she’s going to . . . is she going to strike again?”
Angela had that similarity to a kitten, too, Sammy realized. She was smart and quick, with a feline’s natural cunning but none of the cruelty.
“Sure looks like it,” he said. “And soon, if the indicators are correct. We ran her through a heavy cycle of stress the last forty-eight hours, and now she’s immersed in violent fantasies. That’s how she reduces the stress, but they’re not just any violent fantasies, they’re revenge-intensive. Check out her deep limbic system. It’s on fire, and the focal intensity is on the left. She’s dredging up old wounds and wants to wound back. Look at the left temporal lobe; it’s way overactive.”
“Paranoia,” Angela suggested, “uncontrollable impulses?”
“Probably both. But now look at the basal ganglia. See here—” He pointed to another view, this one of the underside of the brain. It was a walnut-sized blue pool, again on the left side.
“That looks normal,” Angela said, “maybe even under-active.”
“Right! She knows she’s just fantasizing, but her brain doesn’t. It can’t distinguish the fantasies from reality. Just look at her pleasure center! She’s groovin’ on this stuff. It relaxes and energizes her at the same time. She could be having multiple orgasms. Oh, sorry—”
Angela colored a little, and Sammy felt foolish. Not for the orgasm comment but for the apology. Biopsycholo-gists didn’t apologize to each other for using words like that. Bodily functions were all part of a day’s work in the lab and had about as much personal meaning as sneezing. But somehow he could never put her in the same category as his coworkers. She was just different.
Sammy had often thought that she didn’t belong here, but he didn’t know where she did belong. Maybe another place in time. She could have stepped from the pages of a children’s storybook, but he had the feeling her story wasn’t entirely idyllic. There was a wicked witch involved somewhere.
“You ran the correlations, of course,” she said.
He nodded. “There’s a ninety-five percent probability she’ll take some kind of retaliatory action in the next seventy-two hours.”
The program didn’t just spew out numbers. It attempted to predict when, where, and how the killer would strike again, based on the data that was fed into it. Sammy considered it the profiling technique of the millennium, and what set it apart was the real-time functionality of the brain imaging. The subject was prepped by drinking a radioisotopic mixture that looked and tasted like water. Once the substance was taken up by receptor sites in the brain, cerebral blood flow, as well as metabolic and brain-wave activity, could be monitored in real time by wireless connections that transmitted signals back to the lab’s monitoring equipment. And if necessary, the entire procedure could be accomplished without the subject’s knowledge.
Of course, medical ethics required that subjects be informed, but SmartTech was a biotechnology company with customers like the Pentagon and the CIA, and Sammy had discovered that different rules applied, depending on the contractor and the level of secrecy. With Angel Face, which was what he called the software program, as well as the simulated serial killer, the security had been ratcheted up as the work progressed, and there were probably some measures in force that he knew nothing about.
“But that doesn’t necessarily mean another strike, right?”
Angela’s voice had an agitated quality. She peered at the screen, and her forefinger flicked near her temple. He’d caught her brushing imaginary hair from her eyes before and teased her about having an overactive cingulate, which was the seat of obsessive-compulsive disorder. Not that he seriously believed she had OCD, but something about the nature of his work seemed to distress her. Maybe he’d become too detached. Deeply disturbed brains shouldn’t thrill anyone the way they did him. That was the dark side of medical research. It wasn’t long before you lived for the abnormalities.
“No, not necessarily,” he explained. “She may get enough psychic reward from planning the strike. Serial killers often torment the target with verbal threats and acts of psychological terrorism. Most of them have a whole repertoire of fantasies and rituals they indulge in, and Angel Face is no exception. I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens.”
“But meanwhile you’ll report this to someone, right?” She tore herself from the screen to ask him that question.
“I’m going straight to the man,” Sammy said. “This is Dr. Laird’s baby. He designed the program. Now that it’s up and running, he calls the shots.”
Dr. Ron Laird was one of the founding partners of SmartTech and the software’s creator. He was an intense, brilliant, and highly inaccessible individual, whom Sammy had never met. Their relationship was limited to the phone, but they’d stayed in close contact as Sammy’s work progressed, and once Sammy was sure this wasn’t a fluke, he would call Laird and give him the news.
“Congratulations.” Angela handed him his earmuffs and graced him with one of her brown-eyed smiles. “This should mean good things for you,” she said.
Sammy nearly fumbled the muffs and then couldn’t find his ears. He wondered if she had this effect on all mankind. “It will mean good things for SmartTech,” he said modestly. “For me, it’s on to the next project. Speaking of which, how’s your study coming?”
Her hands were now in the pockets of her white lab coat, which forced her to discipline any imaginary tendrils of hair with a toss of her head. In fact, her blackberry brandy tresses were loosely coiled at the nape of her neck and not a strand had yet pulled free.
“Not nearly as exciting as yours,” she said. “I get to stare at the brains of geniuses and madmen and try to figure out which is which. So far, it’s a toss-up.”
They both laughed, but Sammy could relate. He’d been a guinea pig in a brain-imaging study as an undergrad, and one of the research team had only half-jokingly told him that he had the impulse control of a Jerry Springer talk show guest. Maybe that’s why he had such an affinity for Angel Face’s deep limbic system.
“I’m enjoying it, though,” Angela said. She’d settled herself on the edge of the long Formica countertop that served as Sammy’s desk and was gazing through his cubicle door with a faraway expression.
“Probably too much,” she admitted. “I can get so engrossed I forget where I am. Sometimes it feels as if I’ve drifted into the subject’s mind. Isn’t that weird?”
“Well, the idea is to be objective,” Sammy reminded her dryly.
Angela was a research assistant on a small double-blind experiment in which half the subjects had genius IQs, and the other half suffered mild psychopathy. They’d all consented to participate but weren’t aware of the study’s actual purpose, which was normal procedure and well within the bounds of ethical experimentation. Angela was equally naive so as not to bias the outcome in any way. She knew the subjects only by their ID numbers and the workings of their brains. The one thing she’d been told was that she was running essentially the same brain-imaging program that Sammy was.
“I’m betting Tango Twenty-five is manic-depressive,” she said, “based on the anterior cingulate activity, and Alpha Ten is either hyperactive or Einstein. I’ve never seen such a busy brain. And yes, I know I’m supposed to be a human EEG—a totally objective repository of data—but how can you not be curious about these people?”
Sammy settled back in his chair to more fully appreciate his visitor. “Too bad you’ll never get to meet more than their brains.”
“Not true,” she informed him. “I start field interviews next week.”
“You’re interviewing the subjects? How’d that happen?” He was surprised. In a typical double-blind, interviewers had minimal knowledge of the experiment and no contact with the subjects other than the interview itself. Usually they were premed or science majors, plucked from the nearest university. Angela had already formed opinions about the subjects, and it was going to be tough not to convey them during the interview. Even her body language could signal the answer she expected and influence the subject.
“I was surprised, too,” she admitted, “but Peter pretty much insisted.”
“Peter Brandt? Isn’t he out of the office on travel?”
“Yes, but he sent me an E-mail saying we were short-staffed, and I needed to take up the slack. How do you like my poker face? Think it’ll work?”
Her sudden blank expression made him smile.
“Maybe our fearless leader thinks you don’t get out enough,” Sammy concluded. Peter Brandt was the company’s other founder, and he was also Angela’s mentor. Actually, guardian and protector were better words, in Sammy’s opinion, but no one asked him what he thought about such things. Peter had brought her on board and given her a job in Cognitive Studies, which he personally ran. He’d also assigned her the genius study, which in Sammy’s opinion, was poorly designed and probably wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny, but maybe that wasn’t the point. Maybe the point was to keep her busy. Many things about Peter and Angela’s relationship baffled Sammy. It wasn’t romantic as far as he knew, but he was virtually certain Peter was in love with her. And it wasn’t fatherly, either. It was strange.
“That would be the truth,” she said. “I don’t get out at all.”
Her smile turned rueful, and Sammy wondered, as he had for the zillionth time, where she went when she left the facility, what kind of life she led, and why he kept thinking that no one knew who Angela Lowe really was, not him, not Peter, and maybe not Angela herself.
She was a serious soul and much too solitary, even by Sammy’s standards. She didn’t interact with anyone much and Sammy only minimally. She spent all her time buried in research, and yet Sammy had seen her do things he wouldn’t have believed possible.
Shortly after she arrived at SmartTech, there’d been an accident in the lab. One of the interns had swallowed some caustic lab chemicals on a dare and severely burned his throat. The paramedics didn’t get there fast enough, and none of the efforts to save the kid’s life worked. He would have suffocated if Angela hadn’t performed an emergency tracheotomy with the tiny blade in a Swiss Army knife.
Sammy had been astounded. He would not have been capable of performing the procedure nor would anyone else in the lab, he was sure. Since then, he’d noticed other things about her that didn’t compute. But the oddest thing that day was that Angela herself seemed surprised. Afterward, she looked at the miniature scalpel in her hand and dropped it like a hot rock. When asked how she knew how to perform an emergency tracheotomy, she seemed dazed by the whole experience and said in the softest voice imaginable, “I have no idea.”
 
A sudden beeping noise made Birdy look up from her grooming. It was coming from somewhere in the vicinity of the living room couch. She cocked her head and, apparently overcome by curiosity, hopped to the end of her perch and nimbly negotiated the twiglike rope ladder that reached to the floor.
Like radar, the beeps guided the cockatiel straight to Jordan’s lost pager, which lay in relatively plain sight beneath the end table next to the couch. A string of words appeared on the digital display. Birdy tapped the screen with her beak, oblivious to the ominous tone of the text message.
I KNOW YOU, BUT YOU DON'T KNOW ME. I THINK IT'S TIME WE MET.


The sender’s name came up next. It was Angel Face, which meant nothing to Birdy, of course. There was no way to know what the message might have meant to Jordan or if he would ever have a chance to read it. Birdy was already busy dragging the pager off to the secret place where she’d stashed several of Jordan’s lost possessions.
* * *
“TURN off the music. We’ve done all we can here.”
Somebody handed Jordan a towel for his hands. He wiped them absently and handed it back. The operating microscope came off his head first, and then he shoved up his surgical cap. The elastic was pressing a vein and had given him a fierce headache, but he hadn’t noticed it until now.
“Okay, close her up.” He nodded to Dr. Teri Benson, the team’s senior surgical resident. Jordan had been compared to Denton Cooley, the celebrated transplant pioneer, for a couple of reasons, one of which was his preference for operating room music. The other reason was his ability to focus, but Jordan knew what he was good at and what he wasn’t. Despite all the talk about his hands, Teri Benson had the touch when it came to needles and thread. The delicate scars she left looked like lacework.
“Let’s get that rib spreader out of there,” Teri said as she prepared to remove the device. “Carefully!” She called out instructions over the drone of the equipment and reports of the OR nurse, whose job it was to monitor the patient’s stats.
The procedure they’d just performed had been a long and grueling one. The patient was a sixty-two-year-old woman with a history of diabetes, and her aorta had blown out like a tire. The team had pulled out all the stops to save her, and they were exhausted now, every one of them, physically and emotionally.
Jordan was, too, but the ordeal wasn’t over for him. He was facing the most difficult part, talking to the family. Whether the operation was a success or a failure, the raw emotion in the waiting room always ripped at him for some reason. Still, it was as much a part of his job as the surgery.
In this case, there was only the woman’s husband, and as Jordan walked into the lounge, still dressed in his surgical cap and gown, he saw the man sitting on a couch in the corner, hunched over the coffee table. He looked as if he didn’t know why he was there. His eyes were unfocused, his face ashy with fatigue. His hands had forgotten their purpose, too. One was half raised, as if he’d started to pick out a magazine at some point; the other was useless at his side.
Jordan had seen this many times, the numbed grief that overtook the loved ones. They cycled through the entire grieving process again and again while they waited for news, and eventually their hearts gave out, too. By the time Jordan got to them, many of them had already resigned themselves to the worst. They’d given up hope. Or were afraid to hope.
It seemed especially difficult for the men. They weren’t used to being racked with emotion, and they didn’t have the resilience to deal with it. Honestly, neither did Jordan. Something stopped him in the doorway of the lounge, and he didn’t move for a moment. It was a powerful need to be in control, he realized. But it was too late for that now. There wasn’t time to regroup. The man had seen him and stumbled forward. Hope quivered in his eyes, but fear held him in place.
Jordan went to him quickly. “Mr. Jenkins.”
Ned Jenkins struggled to speak, and his jaw nearly cracked with the effort. He had something to say, and Jordan went quiet, listening out of respect.
“I promised her she would never have to cook a meal or clean or do another piece of laundry,” Jenkins said. “I told her I’d take care of all of that from now on. She wouldn’t have to lift a finger if she just wouldn’t die—”
His voice went hoarse, and he ducked his head, trying to hide his tears. This was some kind of atonement for his wife’s years of patient toil, and Jordan was the one who had to hear it. That was what tore him up, the things people said to expiate their pain, and yet somehow he knew this tough old man had never been so vulnerable before. Ned Jenkins was coming apart, perhaps for the first time in his life.
“If you really did make that promise,” Jordan said quietly, “then you’re going to be a busy man.”
Jenkins looked up. A wildness flared through his grief-stricken eyes. “What are you saying?”
“She made it.” Jordan barely got the words out before the other man hauled him into a bear hug and wept like a baby.
Jordan hugged him back, trying to hold him together, trying to hold both of them together. As Jenkins sobbed, and Jordan struggled with his own emotions, he began to understand why this was so difficult for him. He’d never loved anyone like Ned Jenkins had. He’d never felt anything this deeply. There was something missing in his life that Ned Jenkins had—a partner, a soul mate—and an existence that was rendered meaningless without her.
Jordan’s throat tightened when he tried to swallow. Now there was some irony for you. He wondered how many people might think they had reason to be envious of Jordan Carpenter when the person they ought to be envious of was Ned Jenkins.
Jordan was.
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