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  The general spread of the light of science has already laid open to every view the palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few, booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of God.


  Thomas Jefferson
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  I found the head.


  Tom Mankowski, Chicago Homicide Detective Second Class, pushed the chair aside and squinted into the darkness under the desk. The two uniforms who were first on the scene flanked him.


  Light.


  The patrolman to his left flicked on his Maglite, letting the beam play across the heads slack and pale features. Tom righted his lanky frame and turned his attention back to the lounger on the other side of the apartment. The body was bound to the chair with duct tape, torso leaning slightly forward, blood still trickling from the neck stump. All of the fingers on its left hand were severed.


  Ugly way to die.


  Toms hazel eyes tracked the carpet in a line from the lounger to the desk. There was a blood trail, and an odd one at that. He had been expecting a pattern of drops indicating the head had been carried. Instead there was a repeating arc pattern.


  I want a door-to-door on this entire floor and the one below it, Tom told the uniforms. Then sweep the alley and check all the dumpsters. Wear gloves.


  Uh, were off duty in twenty minutes.


  Not anymore. Check all Dumpsters in a two block radius. Theres no way the perp left this apartment without getting blood on him. Maybe he ditched clothes or a weapon. Call the district and get four more guys to help, on my authority. You can put in an overtime request tomorrow morning when you give me the reports.


  They headed for the door, grumbling.


  Hold on. Other than the front door, did you touch anything when you arrived?


  Naw. The superintendent opened the door, we saw the vic and called it in. Then we stood around until you showed up to send us on Dumpster duty.


  You didnt turn off the TV? Or a stereo?


  The first guy adjusted his cap. Oh yeah. I did. The CD player was cranked up all the way. Some classical crap.


  Make sure its in the report.


  Tom dismissed them and turned his attention back to the body. Forcing detachment, he examined the wound to the neck. There were no tears or ragged edges in the skin, just a continuous smooth cut. Tom had never seen anything like it before.


  Morning, Tommy. Coffee?


  Detective Roy Lewis entered the apartment and handed his partner a Styrofoam cup with a gas station logo on it. At six foot two, Roy was the same height as Tom, but that was their only shared trait. Roy was black, bald, with broad shoulders and a round face sporting a thick mustache. Tom was white to the point of pale, thin and angular, with sandy hair that was a touch too short for a ponytail.


  Roys jacket was dotted with droplets, some of them still snowflakes. It was the first week of April, but winter didnt seem to know that.


  Why is it when I buy coffee, its Starbucks, and when you do its Phillips Petroleum?


  Because Im a cheap bastard. What do we got here?


  Vic is a male Caucasian, name of Thomas Jessup. Woman in the apartment below called 911 because blood was dripping from her ceiling.


  Roy grimaced at the body, then took a sip from his cup. Wheres the head?


  It rolled under the desk. I think the perp used some kind of sword. One cut. Clean.


  Not that clean.


  Toms stomach did a slow roll. Though hed been in Homicide for six years, he still wasnt comfortable around bodies, especially the messy ones. Bad coffee made the nausea even worse. Tom stuck out his tongue and fingered off a line of coffee grounds. Not wanting to contaminate the scene, he wiped the dregs in his shirt pocket.


  This is like drinking sand.


  Yeah. It looked awful. Thats why I got me a Coke. So whats up with the fingers?


  Tortured. Perp took them off one at a time, then used twist ties to stop the bleeding. Music was up loud so no one heard the screams.


  Who was this poor guy, make someone want to cut off his fingers and lop off his head?


  Lets find out.


  Tom choked down the rest of his coffee and put the cup in his jacket pocket. Then he snapped on a pair of latex gloves. His partner did the same.


  While they tossed the place, several techies showed up and began to take pictures and collect samples. The ME arrived shortly thereafter, formality making him take the corpses pulse.


  Should we start CPR? Roy asked.


  The Medical Examiner ignored him.


  Tom took the bedroom, and after a few minutes of poking through drawers found out that Thomas Jessup worked at the main branch of the Chicago Public Library. Check stubs put his standard of living at slightly more than average. A bank statement revealed only a few hundred in savings, but bills were paid in full and on time. The heat kicked on automatically, blowing around the strong smell of violent death. Tom checked out the bathroom, and after a thorough search he bent over the sink and splashed some water onto his face. The coffee felt like acid in his gut.


  Afterward he joined Roy in the kitchen. Anything?


  This guy was a boy scout. No booze, no smokes, no drugs, no fatty foods in the fridge. A ton of books, not one of them with dirty pictures. Whatd he do?


  Librarian.


  Figures. You find any girl stuff?


  Nope. If he had a girlfriend, they werent intimate. At least not here. No womens clothing, no extra toothbrush.


  Found his wallet. On the computer. Sixty bucks inside. Poor guy just turned thirty. Hey, aint your big three-oh coming up this week?


  Tom frowned. Thanks for the reminder.


  He looked in the cabinet under the sink and found half a box of garbage bags. They were the more expensive brand with the built-in handleno twist tie needed. The perp must have brought his own to the scene. An earlier check of the front door didnt show any signs of a break-in. Someone Jessup knew and let inside?


  Tom went back into the living room. The asses-and-elbows atmosphere of a murder investigation was in full swing, with almost a dozen professionals stepping over each other to do their jobs. A guy with a portable vacuum picked up hairs and fibers. A woman dusted for prints. A team armed with a spray bottle and an alternative light source illuminated blood droplets on the ceiling. All while a crime scene photographer snapped away and another techie videotaped everything.


  In the center of the action, the Medical Examinera pale, thin, cadaverous looking man named Phil Blaskywas orchestrating the removal of the body. The duct tape was carefully unwound, cut into one foot strips, and bagged. It would be examined back at the lab. A stretcher, complete with body bag, was wheeled in. Once the body was freed from the chair, two cops donning plastic ponchos lifted it onto the cart.


  Now this is interesting.


  The ME was bent over the legs, examining a bare foot. Tom got a closer look.


  I thought it was something he stepped on, but apparently its a tattoo. It looks old.


  A tattoo? Where? Toms voice came out higher-pitched than he would have preferred.


  Its on the pad of the left heel. A blue number, about an inch long. The number 7.


  Tom looked at the foot and paled. A lump in his throat made him unable to speak.


  I wonder what that means.


  Me too, Tom thought.


  Hed seen a similar tattoo. Also blue, about an inch long. The number 5.


  Hed been seeing it on a daily basis for almost thirty years.


  It was on the bottom of his own left foot.
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  Phillip Stang stared at the ceiling. His frail body desperately needed sleep, but he refused to give in. He was waiting for news.


  The widescreen plasma TV played an old black and white war movie. Stang had muted it some time ago. The only sound in the room was the faint beeping and whirring of the machines that kept him alive. He lifted a pale hand to scratch his nose, then shifted on the bed from his one bad side to his other bad side. The pain moved in unison.


  Senator?


  The voice startled him, even though the volume on the intercom was set to low.


  Yes, Jerome?


  Your son is on the phone.


  Stang picked up the receiver. It was cold and heavy. When he spoke, his voice didnt betray the weakness or exhaustion he felt.


  Its two in the morning. You couldnt call sooner?


  Sorry, Dad. There have been some, ah, complications. Jessup is dead.


  Did he know about the others?


  He knew a few, but was only in contact with one of them. We put Jack on it.


  How about the girl?


  Havent heard anything yet. But with Jessupthere may be a little snag. The detective in charge of the case is Tom Mankowski.


  If Stang had a sense of humor, he might have laughed at the irony.


  It doesnt matter. Hell be dead before he learns anything. It wont interfere with Project Sunrise. Call when you hear about Joan.


  Stang hung up, not bothering to listen to his sons response. He shifted his attention back to the ceiling.


  Waiting.


  He was good at waiting. For more than three decades, hed been biding his time. But a lifetime of patience would be rewarded within the next few days.


  It was somewhat unfortunate that millions of people had to die to make it so.
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  Joan DeVilliers looked at her beeper and noted the number. Marty. She called him on the cell phone.


  Joan! Youre impossible to get a hold of.


  Left my cell in the car.


  She turned down Santa Monica Boulevard and pulled alongside of a limo. The windows were tinted and impossible to see into, but Joan waved and blew a kiss. Never knew who it might be.


  Did you check your email?


  Not yet. Ive been on location all day. Ridley and Tom were having an argument.


  Anything serious?


  Everything is serious on a hundred mil picture. The gaffer has a hemorrhoid and its serious. What was the email?


  It was from me, telling you to check your voice mail.


  Joan sighed. Have you read the latest, Marty? About how cellular phones are linked to brain cancer? I can actually feel the tumor growing in my head right now.


  Ill buy you a lead hat, hon. Check your voice mail and call me back.


  Marty hung up. Joan punched the gas on the Jag to blow through a yellow light, then hit the speed dial for her voice mail. She rested the phone in the caddy to play it on the speaker.


  You have six calls.


  BEEP.


  Joan, Bill at Paramount. I talked to Peter. Expect a call.


  BEEP.


  This is Marty. Has Peter from Paramount called yet?


  BEEP.


  Joan, this is Peter at Paramount Studios. Im green lighting the project. The contracts are being sent over. I look forward to working with you.


  BEEP.


  Joan? Max. The reservation is at nine. Call if you need directions to Carmichaels. Looking forward.


  BEEP.


  Its Marty again. Where are you? Have you been kidnapped? If you have been, lets negotiate for the option. Did Peter call?


  BEEP.


  Joan DeVilliers?


  Joan squinted at the phone. She didnt recognize the voice.


  Ive scheduled your tattoo removal for tonight at your place.


  Tattoo removal? Who was this?


  Expect it to be very painful. See you later.


  You have no more messages.


  A horn blared and Joan swerved out of incoming traffic. She pulled over to the curb, her heart racing. Joan only had one tattoo, and she was certain no one in LA knew about it. Even on the rare occasion that shed brought a man home, none had found any reason to examine the bottom of her left heel.


  The phone rang and Joan jumped in her seat, banging her head on the roof of the Jag. She hesitated, then hit the speaker.


  Joan? Marty. Isnt it fabulous? Paramount bought it!


  Fabulous, Marty.


  Youre going to be producing two blockbusters at the same time! Arent you excited? Joan, why arent you excited?


  Marty, did you know I had a tattoo?


  No, I didnt. How modern primitive.


  When was the last time I changed my cell number? Last month, right?


  I dont remember. Sounds right.


  How many people do you think have it?


  I dont know. This is Hollywood, dearest. You want people to pass around your number. Whats wrong? Peter did make the offer, right?


  Joan rubbed her eyes. Perhaps she was over-reacting. It was probably a prank call, or a wrong number. Or, this being Hollywood, some kind of clandestine, high-concept movie pitch.


  Im just being paranoid, Marty. Yes, Im excited. Ill call you tomorrow.


  Night, hon.


  Joan pulled down the sun visor and checked her eye shadow. It hadnt smudged. She finger-combed her short blond hair and debated changing into eveningwear for her date, but the idea of going home alone made her nervous.


  Im being ridiculous, she thought. Some nut in the City of Mixed Nuts calls with a vague threat, and she was acting like a scream queen. Her security system at the house was top notch, her dog Schnapps would die to protect her, she carried pepper spray, and most important of all Joan was a second dan black belt in karate.


  Any freak who tried to mess with her would have his hands full.


  She wove back into traffic and was at her home twenty minutes later.


  Joans house was of moderate sizetiny by Beverly Hills standards, but more than enough space for her. It was nestled away in a small enclave of trees, the last lot on a tiny wooded hill. Private, quiet, a complete about-face from her high powered job. The occasional visitor was surprised to find the interior warm and rustic. Rather than harsh lighting, leather couches, Picasso lithos, and a bowl of cocaine on the bar, Joan had decorated like Banana Republic. The only thing chic about the place was her Jacuzzi, and even that was trimmed in cedar.


  She hit the access code on her remote and the garage door opened. In her mind she went through her gowns. Max had already seen the Versace. Maybe the Christian Dior? The same dress had been worn by Jodie Foster to some awards ceremony. She and Jodie were the same size, though Joan would have bought the dress no matter how big or small it was. It was black, classic, and simply stunning.


  Joan parked and closed the garage door behind her. She entered the house using the keypad entrance, and then quickly reset the alarm. Preoccupied with what she was going to wear, it took Joan a moment to realize something was wrong.


  Schnapps.


  A month ago, shed bought the German Shepherd from best handler in California. A trained guard dog, but a lovable one as well. He normally greeted her at the door. Joans mind raced. Is he sleeping? Eating? Sick? Hurt?


  Dead?


  The phone call. Tattoo removal.


  Joan reached into her purse and palmed the pepper spray in her right hand. In her left she gripped her car keys, making sure their jagged edges poked out through her fingers.


  Then, without hesitation, she opened the door without punching in the code. This would set off the alarm and alert the police.


  But nothing happened. No piercing siren. No lights going on. No immediate call back from the security company to see if this was a false alarm.


  Joan bounded out the door and into the garage, almost bumping into the man leaning against her Jaguar.


  He was average height, medium build, dressed in a black turtleneck and pants. On his hands were leather driving gloves, skin tight. He had deep green eyes, and a meticulous black goatee came to a point on his chin.


  Joan forced back the shock and assumed a defensive position. The man didnt appear to be armed. He smiled at her.


  Hello, Joan.


  She attacked. In two steps she was on him, lashing out at the invaders face with her keys. He ducked away and sidestepped her, using her momentum to throw her against the car.


  Joan absorbed the impact with her shoulder and spun, spraying mace in an arc as she turned.


  He got inside of her arc and grabbed her around the waist.


  Arent we feisty?


  His breath was garlic and peppers. She jerked back her head and smashed it against his face, and then threw a roundhouse left that buried her ignition key in his biceps.


  He stumbled backwards, bleeding from two places, and Joan twisted out of his grip and ran into the house, locking the door behind her.


  The phone was dead. Her cell was in the car.


  Eight thousand dollars worth of goddamn security!


  Quick choicefight or run? He was stronger. Outweighed her. Smart enough to disable her dog and her security system.


  Run.


  Joan kicked off her heels and headed for the kitchen. She grabbed a paring knife from the butcher block on her counter. Resting on a mat by the patio door were her jogging shoes. Ears cocked, she slipped them on without bothering to tie the laces. Then she eased open the patio door and moved cautiously into her backyard.


  The moon was out and it was a clear night. Joan side-stepped her garden and headed to the back of the house. She decided to cut through the woods and head for the neighbors.


  She found her dog when she rounded the corner.


  In the shadows, she first thought Schnapps had been hung. Moving closer, Joan realized hed been speared on a big stick which had been driven into the ground. Her mouth opened, but she couldnt draw a breath to scream.


  To her left was an even bigger stick, with a ladder set up next to it.


  That one is for you. A voice, from behind her. Lets see if it fits.


  Joan ducked a shoulder and rolled towards the intruder, coming up in a kick to his chest. He caught her foot and twisted. To avoid a broken ankle, Joan flipped with the twist and wound up on her back, her head swimming.


  Dont you want to know who I am? The last one had so many questions. I answered all of them, in the sixteen hours it took for him to die.


  He removed a cloth and a small bottle from his pocket. In the moonlight, the blood trickling from his nose looked like motor oil.


  Ill give you a choice. Where do you want the stake, the ass or the crotch?


  Joan rolled onto her stomach and got up in a crouch. When she felt his touch she shot out both of her feet, mule-kicking him in the chest. Then she ran.


  She had several advantages. She was in shape. She knew the area. And most of all, she was running for her life. It took her a few seconds to find the trail in the dark, but once she did she ran like hell. Branches whipped at her face, and twice she almost tripped on some unseen obstacle, but she continued full tilt until shed reached the backyard of her closest neighbor.


  Not bothering with the doorbell, Joan picked up a terra-cotta flower pot and smashed it through a window.


  The siren wailed. The security lights came on.


  Joan stood with her back to the housethe paring knife clutched in her hands and her eyes scanning the woodsand waited for the police to arrive.
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  Tom returned to his office at the 26th District, in the heart of downtown. He dragged along a large suitcaseJessupsthat he and Roy had filled with papers and personal effects from the deceaseds apartment. Roy had gone to the Harold Washington Library, where Jessup worked, to search his office and talk to his co-workers, leaving Tom to sort through the suitcase solo. Tom was fine with thathe was almost feverish with questions, and the suitcase might contain answers.


  There was half a pot of old coffee set up on a table near the lockers, which Tom took back to his desk.


  Theyd worked the crime scene all morning, the discovery of Jessups number tattoo fueling Toms urgency. Tom hadnt found any obvious clues pertaining to it, or the mans murder. But the resemblance to his own tattoo was undeniable.


  Hed asked his parents about the mark at an early age. They had no answerswhen theyd adopted him at a few weeks old, hed already had the tattoo. Some years ago, after becoming a cop, Tom had searched for his birth parents, but could find no evidence that he was even adopted. According to the county, he was naturally born to Joe and Laura Mankowski.


  That was impossible, of course. His parents were both of Polish descent; short, dark, stocky. Tom was at least a foot taller, and several shades lighter.


  He dug into the suitcase, pulling out some documents. Tom discovered he and Jessup were born at the same hospital. A labeled picture of Jessup with his parents showed that he also had little resemblance to them. Adopted as well? A long-lost brother?


  Not unless it was a really long labor, Tom mused. He and Jessup were born six days apart. He located a death certificate for Jessups father, along with several US patents in his fathers name. One of his patents was for a waterproof hairdryer, which in Toms mind sort of defeated the purpose.


  A recent birthday card from Jessups mother wished him thirty more years of happiness, with love and kisses. Postmark from Des Moines. A piece of notebook paper with several book titles on it was found in Jessups desk. Handwriting appeared to be his. Among the titles were several biographies of Thomas Edison, a bio of Lincoln, a book about the Declaration of Independence, a book about the Theory of Relativity, and an old Ira Levin thriller. Tom checked the inventory sheet. None of these books were found in the apartment.


  Tom plugged a pen drive into his USB porthed copied Jessups My Documents folderand waded through spreadsheets, games, tax figures, and letters concerning library business. It took almost an hour and the remainder of the coffee before he found something interesting. A word processing file, BERT.DOC. It had no address heading, and was dated nine days ago.


  Bert



  Looking forward to meeting you, to see if you live up to your many pictures. I realize it must be a shock, and even with the proof in the articles and in our birth certificates, you must still harbor some doubt. Besides the question of how, there are also many whys. Perhaps we can figure these out together, as well as find the others.



  Im enclosing a copy of a photo of you I recently found. Call me when youve made travel arrangements.



  All best,
T. Jessup



  Tom read it again, trying to find the hidden meaning. Was Bert a pen pal? Someone famous? Or had Jessup managed to find another person with a tattoo on their heel?


  He printed the letter and logged onto the Internet. First stop, the Yellow Pages. It only took a few minutes to locate a Mrs. Emilia Jessup in Des Moines. He jotted down her number and called. Busy. Tom then accessed the CPD database and found out Jessup had no criminal record or outstanding warrants. Nor was there mention of him in the Chicago Tribune archives. He searched USENET, but Jessups name and signature werent on any of the big message boards. Google yielded nada. He tried to access Jessups email account, but didnt have the password to get in from this terminal.


  Switching tactics, Tom went to ViCAPthe Violent Criminal Apprehension Program run by the Feebies. Because the crime scene report wasnt finished yet, he couldnt fill out the long questionnaire to add Jessups murder to the database. But he did go surfing.


  Under a search for DECAPITATION, he found no less than seven hundred entries spanning the last fifty years. That was a lot of people losing their heads. TATTOOS OF NUMBERS gave him more than eight thousand hits. He combined the two for his next search, and added CAUCASIAN MALE UNDER 35.


  Fifteen hits. They detailed some pretty horrible crimes, but none of them seemed related to Jessup. He refined his tattoo search to SINGLE DIGIT NUMBER TATTOO LEFT FOOT, and got a hit.


  The crime took place last year in Tennessee. A twenty-nine-year-old Caucasian male by the name of Robert Mitchell had been found in the woods outside of Nashville. Hed been stripped naked and impaled upon a ten foot wooden pole. It had pierced his rectum and eventually exited through his mouth. The coroner theorized it took Mitchell a while to die.


  Hed slid down the length of the stake an inch at a time. By the time it ruptured something vital, Mitchell may have been hanging there for over ten hours.


  The pictures made Tom wince.


  There were no witnesses, no suspects, and very little evidence. The investigation had been extensive and taken hundreds of man hours, but not a single lead panned out. Tom read on, and felt the coffee roil in his gut. Besides being well liked in the community, Mitchell had been a cop. He also had a one inch blue number on his left heel. There was a jpg attachment of the ink, and Tom clicked on it to enlarge.


  A number 2. Done in the same style as his and Jessups. Tom checked Mitchells birth date and discovered Robert was only eight days younger than he was. Toms mouth became very dry. He reached to pour more coffee, but the pot was empty.


  Tom tried Emilia Jessup in Des Moines again. Still busy. He went back into the suitcase. Jessups credit card statements showed no unusual purchases. The last few months of cancelled checks were all for food or utilities. There was an address book, but no one inside named Bert.


  Jessups phone company was local, one Tom had dealt with many times, but they still required a warrant to release phone records. Tom filled out the paperwork to set the wheels in motion, but it would take a few hours to get a list of all of Jessups calls.


  Unfortunately, Jessup didnt have a caller ID at his apartment. Strangely, he didnt have an answering machine either. Tom didnt know one single person who didnt own an answering machine, unless


  Unless they have voice mail.


  He searched the suitcase for previous phone bills and found one from last month. There was a charge for voice mail, but it didnt give Jessups PIN. That was probably listed on Jessups very first phone bill, when he was assigned the line. Tom had only brought along the bills from the last few monthshe hadnt thought there would be a need to bring every single statement.


  So it was back to Jessups apartment. He wanted to check the vics email anyway, and if he hurried he could make it back before noon and grab a bite. He called Roy.


  Anything? he asked his partner.


  Office in order. No known enemies. You?


  I gotta run back to the scene, check his voice mail. We can compare notes over lunch.


  Meet you back at the district. Im almost done here.


  The day hadnt gotten any warmer, and the freezing drizzle had formed slush on his windshield. Tom climbed into his Mustang and stepped on a CD case that had fallen next to the gas pedal. Stings latest album, unopened. His ex-girlfriend had given it to him, months ago, at around the same time his car stereo stopped working. He tossed it in the back seat.


  Tom took Addison to Lake Shore Drive, south towards downtown. To his left, Tom could make out large ice patches on Lake Michigan. Ahead in the distance, the twin antennas of the giant John Hancock Building blinked in unison. Rush hour was in full force. Tom hit the siren, forging a winding path through traffic. One of the perks of being a cop. He exited on North Avenue and parked in front of a fire hydrantanother perk. The neighborhood consisted of upper middle class apartments, most of them recent college grads, all within crawling distance to the citys major hub of bars and clubs on Rush and Division. Tom walked to Jessups residence and let himself into the lobby door with the key supplied by the superintendent.


  The building was newly remodeled, brightly lit, secure. Jessups door was taped off with yellow crime scene ribbon. Tom ducked under it and entered, turning on the lights.


  The lounger that the body was taped to had been removed, taken to the lab to search for trace evidence. No one had been in yet to clean up, and the large brown blood stains on the carpet had grown funky. Tom went to the stereo, which was speckled white with fingerprint dust, and turned it on. A CD loaded automatically. Even someone as classically inept as Tom recognized Beethovens Fifth. He lowered the volume and let it play.


  Jessups collection of old phone bills was in a file cabinet, and Tom searched until he found one with the voice mail personal identification number on it. Then he picked up the phone and pressed the keys to access the messages. There was only one.


  Hi, Thomas, its Bert. The convention is running all week, and I have to man the table every day until eight. But Im free all day Saturday, then I have to go back to Milwaukee. Can we get together then? Youve got my number at the hotel. Call me later.


  A robotic voice indicated the call had taken place yesterday afternoon at two-fifteen. Tom played it again, listening closely. It was a man, Midwest accent, a somewhat nasally voice. He didnt sound threatening or imposing. His manner was friendly, albeit harried. There was noise in the background. Tom repeated the message once more, trying to make out the sounds behind Berts voice. It was the murmur of a large group of people. No street sounds, so they had to be inside. Bert had probably called from the convention he mentioned.


  Tom closed his eyes, trying to pick up any key word in the background that would indicate what kind of convention it was. No luck. He pressed the star button on the phone to save the message, then sat back down on the kitchen chair. At any given time, there were more than two dozen conventions in the Chicagoland area. And hundreds of hotels. Bert mentioned that Jessup had his number. Would he have written it down somewhere?


  There was no scratch pad by the phone. Tom hit the redial button on the receiver and got a local pizza shop. He went back to the second phone in the bedroom, but it didnt have a redial button. Punching *69 didnt work either. He would have to wait for the phone records to find out where Bert was staying.


  Moving on, Tom booted up the computer and was able to access Jessups email. Most of it was spam, with a few letters concerning the library. Tom was reading about the budget for a remodeling job when he heard movement behind him.


  As a rookie, though hed never admit it to anyone, Tom used to practice quick draws in front of a mirror. He got to be pretty fast. After being promoted to Detective, his hip holster disappeared and was replaced by the shoulder rig he now wore. Again, in the privacy of his apartment, he practiced drawing his gun from the new holster until he was just as fast.


  So without even thinking, Toms hand reached into his jacket and tugged at his 9mm Model 17 Glock pistol, eighteen rounds with the first already chambered. He was quick.


  The intruder was quicker. A muscular arm snaked across Toms chest and yanked him backward. Tom was violently flipped over the intruders hip, chair and all, and he landed hard on his shoulders. His grip still solid, Tom cleared leather on his holster and aimed the weapon upward. A boot dug into his armpit and two strong hands locked on the gun, twisting it out of his fist. It was tossed aside.


  Toms vision stopped spinning and he focused on the man standing over him. Short, extremely so, but built like a tank on steroids. He had a crew cut and a blond Fu Manchu mustache. A chest-sized tattoo of a samurai was visible through his tight white T-shirt.


  Hi, Tom. The mans foot shifted from Toms armpit to his neck. He stepped down hard enough to cut off oxygen. Tom twisted and yanked at the leg, but couldnt get free. It was like wrestling with a tree trunk. His lungs began to burn, and he could feel his face become bright red.


  So you wound up being a pig. A shitty one. Jessup put up a better fight than you.


  The man smiled, his mouth a dungeon of gray teeth. Three were missing, and one protruding incisor was capped in gold. It caught the light and twinkled at him.


  Tom was big but limber. Grunting with effort, he brought up his long leg, aiming for the gold. The man turned in time, but still received a nasty kick to the side of the face. He stumbled back, and Tom scrambled to his hands and knees, sucking in air. He did a quick scan of the floor for his gun, and not seeing it, launched himself at the smaller man.


  Toms charge was met with a solid right to the jaw. It was the hardest punch Tom had ever taken, and his knees melted as if made of butter. As Tom fell, his attacker completed a tight reverse-kick that connected with his chest. Tom landed on his side, unable to draw a breath. It felt like someone had parked a car on his ribcage.


  His attacker wiped some blood from his mouth and snarled. He reached inside his long coat at hip level. With a simple, swift motion he withdrew an honest-to-God samurai sword. Tom tried to get up but he still couldnt breathe. Hed landed hard, and along with the pain in his chest and jaw, his nervous system sent him notice that hed somehow hurt his ass. He felt for it, found he was sitting on something hard. His Glock.


  The surprise must have shown on his face, because the man was out the door before he could bring the gun around.


  Tom sat there for ten full minutes, his breath slowly returning, the Glock held in a shaky hand. When he finally felt strong enough to stand up, the world was still wobbly and his stomach churned as if hed eaten a nest of weasels. He managed to get to the bathroom before he was sick.


  Then he drank some water out of the faucet and called it in.
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  Roy came into the hospital room just as the doctor was putting the final stitch inside Toms cheek.


  Ouch. Probably dont want this coffee, huh?


  Tom gave Roy a slight shake of his head. It was a gourmet brand too. His partner set it down on a tray, next to a pile of bloody cotton balls.


  While some guy was doing a Jackie Chan on your face, I gave Jessups mom a call. You ready for this to get weirder?


  Tom made an affirmative sound around the doctors fingers.


  The vic was adopted. Mrs. Jessup had some female problem, couldnt have kids. She and her husband were on waiting lists at adoption agencies. But heres the dealsome strange man just showed up out of the blue and dropped a baby off at their house, complete with birth certificates and fifty grand in cash.


  Tom raised an eyebrow. Roy continued.


  She doesnt know who he was, or why he did it. Never heard from the guy again. But she doesnt think it ended there. She thinks her son was being watched, all while he was growing up.


  The doctor finished the knot and cut the thread. Tom thanked him and touched the side of his face, still numb.


  What do you mean, watched?


  She said once, when Jessup was about four, he was playing in the backyard and she ran inside to get the phone. When she came out, he was lying on the ground, some guy leaning over him. She yelled at the guy, he took off. Her kid was soaking wet, coughing up water. Jessup had wandered into the woods and fell in a pond. The guy had given him CPR, saved his life. But heres the thingthere wasnt another house around for almost a mile. So that guy shouldnt have been there.


  Maybe he was hiking. Or a hunter.


  Dressed in a suit, in the middle of the woods? She said there were other times too. Shed see some person watching Jessup play in the park, then a few weeks later see the same person.


  Tom mulled it over, wondering how much Jessups story mirrored his own. Had this same mystery stranger also given his parents fifty K?


  Roy, theres something you should know.


  He told his partner about his tattoo, and his adoption, and also about the cop in Tennessee whod been impaled.


  And I just remembered something else. My parents used to joke that I had a guardian angel watching over me. I got into a bike accident when I was a kidbroke my leg in an empty warehouse. Bad break, I passed out. No one knew I was there, but somehow I woke up in the hospital. The doctors said some man took me there, gave my phone number, and left.


  This is some seriously weird shit.


  Did you get anything else from Jessups mother?


  I got a name. When the mystery guy dropped off Jessup, he also left birth certificates, already filled out. Not only the state one, but the one the hospital issued. Doctor in charge was a guy named Harold Harper, out of Rush-Presbyterian. Paper trail ends in New Mexico. Ive got some guys working on it. Whats up with your foot?


  Toms shoe was off. It was setting on the cot in a plastic baggie.


  The guy who attacked me admitted to killing Jessup. I kicked him in the face. We get a DNA match off the blood on the shoe, case is closed.


  So you gonna walk around with one shoe?


  Tom tossed Roy his car keys.


  My gym bag is in the trunk. Im parked in Emergency. Be a dear, would you?


  His sneakers retrieved, Tom signed his release and tailgated Roy back to the district. He wished hed asked his parents more questions about his adoption when they were still alive, but it hadnt mattered at the time. Why question a perfect family? Toms mother had been a saint, always loving and supportive. His dad, a Chicago Alderman, had been one of the best men Tom had ever known. Tom couldnt have picked better parents.


  After dropping off the shoe at the lab, Tom and Roy hit the computer. It took Tom fifteen minutes to feed in details about his attacker, and the computer took .04 seconds to spit out an answer.


  Arthur Kilpatrick. He had a rap sheet that read like Felonys Greatest Hits; assault, arson, burglary, rape, attempted murder. Two stretches in prison, and a current warrant out for his arrest. Hed seriously injured eleven people in a bar fight. Tom read the number again. Eleven. This was one major bad ass.


  Click under distinguishing marks.


  Tom did, and discovered that among Kilpatricks many tattoos was a blue number 9 on the bottom of his left heel. He was eleven days older than Tom.


  Shit keeps getting weirder and weirder.


  Tom agreed. If Rod Serling had chosen that moment to walk out of the closet, he wouldnt have been surprised.


  So why did this guy return to the crime scene, Tommy? You think he left something there?


  We searched every inch of that place. What could he have been looking for?


  Maybe he wasnt looking for anything. Maybe he was there because you were there.


  Tom blinked. He came there to kill me?


  We got two bodies, Jessup and that southern cop, both with number tatts. Kilpatrick has a tatt, and you have a tatt.


  But how did he know I was there?


  Could have followed you.


  It was rush hour. I used my siren to weave through traffic. No one could have followed me.


  Staked the place out?


  Two entrances, front and back. Cant watch both at once.


  Tom rubbed his chin, some of the feeling returning. Was there any way he could have alerted Kilpatrick to his arrival at the apartment? A sensor, a phone tap, a silent alarm


  When I first got there, I turned on the stereo.


  Roy raised his eyebrows. And he heard it? You think the place was bugged?


  Only one way to find out.


  Tom searched through his desk until he found the Foxhound, a souvenir from his days in Vice. It was a small silver box the size of a pager. The device scanned radio waves between fifty megahertz and three gigahertz, almost every available frequency.


  Check the batteries. Its been a while.


  While Roy fussed with the battery compartment, Tom returned to the drawer for a gravity knife. He placed it in his pants pocket. Tom wasnt going to be caught without a back-up weapon again.


  I thought those knives were illegal.


  So? Call a cop.


  Tom drove, sparing the siren now that traffic had died down. He parked in the alley next to Jessups building.


  We going stealth mode or noisy, give him another shot at you?


  Stealth. If we find anything, we can set a trap for him later.


  Regardless, Tom pulled out his Glock and made sure a round was chambered.


  You look whiter than usual. You okay?


  Im fine.


  You can wait in the car, if you want. Ill find you a lollipop.


  Tom gave him a glare. They walked in through the back entrance and up to Jessups apartment. Tom opened the door as quietly as possible, one hand on the butt of his pistol. He flipped on the lights, and after a quick tour revealed the place was empty he relaxed a bit.


  Roy took out the Foxhound and played with the dials. He started at the bookcases, waving the antenna in a serpentine pattern from top to bottom. Nothing happened, so he moved on to the near wall. When the antenna pointed at the electrical outlet, the red light began to blink and the Foxhound vibrated. He nodded at Tom and pointed.


  Tom knelt next to the outlet and stared. It seemed completely normal. A lamp was plugged into the left socket. He switched it on and the lamp worked fine.


  Tom went into the kitchen, where he recalled seeing some screwdrivers in a junk drawer. He found one and brought it back to the outlet. Then he unplugged the lamp and carefully unscrewed the cover.


  It was definitely a bug. He removed two more screws and took out the entire assembly, careful not to jostle or disconnect it. The device was high-tech and professional. A flat platform mike was taped to the inside of the wall, with a long antenna running alongside. It drew power off of the apartments electricity, and the current was live and allowed the sockets to function. Tom looked for any labels or markings, and wasnt surprised when he didnt find any.


  He put the device back and joined up with Roy in the bedroom. His partner was kneeling next to another socket, the Foxhound blinking. Tom took the detector into the kitchen. Within two minutes, hed found a third bug in an outlet next to the phone.


  Neither one of them said a word until they were back in the car. Roy spoke first.


  Damn. That guy had more bugs than a housing project.


  Not homemade spy gear, either. That was some major league equipment.


  Even in Vice, we didnt have stuff that slick.


  So who does have stuff like that?


  The government.


  They exchanged a look. Tom started the car and pulled out of the alley, eyes on the rearview. What next? Try a sting, draw Kilpatrick into a trap?


  What else can we do?


  Call the district, have Wally check the fax. Im waiting on Jessups phone records.


  Roy got on the cell and Tom considered this new development. Whoever bugged Jessups apartment was big league. Kilpatrick was the killer, but someone had to be behind him. Perhaps the mysterious Bert.


  Fax came. Roy dialed another number. Jessup called the OHare Hyatt three times in the last few days.


  See if they have a convention going.


  Way ahead of you, partner.


  Tom hung a ralph and headed for the expressway.


  Got it. Roy pocketed his cell phone. The Hyatt is hosting a huge convention all this week, hotel is booked solid.


  What kind of convention?


  Its an NFLCA expo.


  Enlighten me.


  The National Fishing Lures Collectors Association.


  That was this week? Damn it, I forgot to mark my calendar.


  Hurry. They said the Creek Chub auction starts in twenty minutes.


  Tom patted his pocket, reassured that the knife was still there, and then merged onto I-90.
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  We can still make our reservation. You can throw something on.


  Joan stared at Max, stunned. Youre kidding, right?


  Not at all. Reservations at Carmichaels are very hard to get. Everyone eats there. The waiting list is months long.


  I cant believe you. Some maniac broke in my house, killed my dog, and tried to shish-kabob me


  Joan, youre being dramatic. Everyone gets robbed. This is LA.


  Stop the car.


  Dont be ridiculous.


  Stop the damn car.


  Max pulled the Lexus to the curb in front of a McDonalds.


  Joan, lets not overreact.


  Overreact? Youre a callous, arrogant, insensitive jerk.


  Insensitive? Who just picked you up at the police station?


  Well, a million thanks for driving me home. Why dont you whip it out, and Ill pull up my skirt and hop on.


  Max rubbed his eyes. His tortured look. Shed only seen him a half dozen times, and the look was becoming increasingly frequentevery time she offered an opinion, or her cell phone rang, or she talked about her day. Why was she with this guy anyway?


  Joan found the door handle and used it. He rolled the window down.


  Joan, let me at least take you home.


  She ignored him and walked into the restaurant. Maybe she was being a bit dramatic, but hell, the past few hours were dramatic. Joan tried to imagine how Max would react if he had some psycho chasing him. Big corporate hotshot would probably be sucking his thumb, begging for his mama.


  But that wasnt really fair. No one really knew what theyd do in a crisis situation, until it happened. Maybe Max wasnt being insensitivemaybe this was his way of trying to be strong for her. Was his suggestion so outrageous? Perhaps the best thing for her would be to go out and have a good time. It sure beat going home and pulling Schnapps off of that stake.


  Joan turned around, hoping Max was still there, or perhaps even coming through the parking lot after her.


  Max was pulling out into traffic.


  Asshole. Fine. She didnt care for him much anyway. He was too good-looking, and he knew it. Joans Second Rule of Dating; never date a man prettier than you are. Shed broken that rule because she thought Max had some class. He was young, successful, and not in the life. That was Joans First Rule. Never date a guy in the movie business. She had other criteriano guys with back hair, no guys who wore Speedos or thongs, no guys who lived with their mom, but the first two were the most important.


  Unfortunately, all that her rules got her was an empty social calendar and the feeling that she was somehow unworthy, even with her many accomplishments.


  She went straight to the pay phone and punched in her pin number, calling the person she should have called when this first happened. Marty. Her assistant. Her friend. In her eyes, he was the perfect man. Hed make some guy really happy someday.


  And apparently, thats what he was up to at that moment. When the call went through, another man answered. Tipsy, buoyant, enthusiastic.


  Joan hung up. Lately, Marty had been about as lucky as she had with men. Good for him for scoring. She didnt want to intrude on that.


  So, what now? Joan sat down in a plastic swivel chair, noting how stupid her sockless running shoes looked with her skirt. After the police arrived, shed demanded to fill out the report immediately, hoping that the sooner they had a description, the sooner they could get the creep off the streets. The police complied, whisking her away to the station before she had a chance to change or even grab her purse.


  And now, three hours later, after sitting with an artist and reviewing mug shots and telling her story a dozen times, she was stuck at a McDonalds without a ride, wearing these dumb shoes, afraid to go home.


  Get tough, Joanie, she thought. If you dont face it now, youll never want to go back.


  Screwing up her courage, Joan removed herself from the chair and marched out to the street. It took her three shouts before a cab stopped.


  Her sense of dread increased with every tick of the meter. When the cabbie finally pulled in front of her house and asked if this was the place, Joan didnt know if she could move.


  Lady? You okay?


  Hold on. I have to go in, get some money. No purse.


  Meters running.


  Be right back.


  She controlled her breathing, pushing it deep into her stomach, and got out of the taxi.


  No burglar alarm. Dark house. Dead guard dog. She didnt even have her keys. But the rear patio window was probably still open. That was in back, past Schnapps


  Joan followed the bushes around her home, moving quick and confident, refusing to look at her poor dog or the stake that was meant for her. The police, after checking out her house, had closed the patio door. An officer on her case had volunteered to hang around her house until she came home, and Joan kicked herself for refusing the offer. She figured she had Max, and the cop had been too good looking. Now, apprehension mounting, she wondered how she was going to get inside. Break her own window?


  No need. The patio door was unlocked. Joan went into the kitchen, turning on lights as she went, and found her purse on the floor where shed dropped it. After digging out her wallet, she walked out the front door and paid the taxi driver. The cab turned around in her circular driveway, and Joan watched the tail lights disappear down the hill. She felt very alone.


  Back to the house. The front door knob was covered with white powder. The police had determined this was the entry point, and had gone ahead and checked for prints even though she made it clear that the man wore gloves. Joan didnt know if she should admire them for the effort, or be irritated that they didnt believe her.


  Once inside, Joan turned on her large screen television and changed the channel to CNN, grateful for the nonstop voices. She flipped on more lights, checked to make sure the doors and windows were all locked, and threw away her toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, soap, and shampoo. Anything he might have touched. Then she emptied her underwear drawer into the washing machine, her silverware drawer into the dishwasher, and started each of them on the highest heat setting.


  She had an urge to vacuum, to scrub the bathtub and drain the Jacuzzi, but exhaustion was getting the upper hand. Her last effort to cleanse the house was changing her sheets, and then she kicked off her gym shoes and collapsed onto the bed.


  Joan was able to relax for almost a full minute before paranoia reared its head. She picked up the phone and found it still disconnected. Her cell was in her car. Sleep would be impossible unless there was a phone next to her. Joan got out of bed.


  She was padding through the living room when she saw the front door open. The scream was out of her mouth before he got into the room.


  Hello, Joan. Miss me?


  Same goatee. Same black outfit. Same gloves. He had some kind of metal device in his right hand. Lock picks. Joan willed herself to move, to run, to attackanything but remain planted there like a deer in headlights. She took off toward the kitchen and went straight for the knife rack. With a steak knife in each hand, she turned around to face her tormentor.


  He was standing in the kitchen, regarding her calmly.


  I knew youd be a fighter. Perhaps I should burn you at the stake rather than impale you on one.


  Get away from me.


  Sorry. Cant do that, Joan.


  What the hell did I ever do to you? Joans voice came out steeped in desperation. She was close to cracking.


  To me? Nothing. The English may feel differently.


  The guy was off his nut. That was good. She dealt with crazy people all the time in the business. She could handle crazy.


  Joan moved her left foot, widening her stance. She assumed a defensive position, each hand holding its knife in a death grip. If he took another step forward, shed try an attack. Keep him talking, dont telegraph it.


  Youre crazy.


  I know about the tattoo. I know about the adoption. I know who your parents really are. Dont you wonder how I know all of that?


  With an easy, deliberate move, he took a bottle and a rag out of his left pocket. Something to knock her out while he dropped her on that sharp piece of wood.


  Not in this lifetime.


  Joan lunged. The man was nimble, trained. He dropped to one knee and trapped her wrist in his armpit, then lifted up his forearm to block the other knife.


  But Joan didnt attack with the other knife. She went straight for the crotch, bringing her leg up and connecting hard. Her knee hit an athletic supporter. He closed his legs on her foot, trapping it. Joan dropped the knife in her pinned hand and grabbed his shirt. Then she let herself fall onto her back and flipped him over her head, her free leg planted on his chest.


  The intruder released her wrist. Joan rolled onto all fours, still in attack mode. Before he could get up, she struck with the knife, aiming for the neck.


  He saw the blow coming and moved to block it. The swing was deflected, but she still managed to bury the blade two inches into his shoulder. She released the knife and scampered for the front door.


  Joan? I really think youre overreacting.


  Max, coming into the house.


  Max! She ran right into him, yanking at his arm. Come on!


  Max grabbed her, tried to hold her back. You need to calm down.


  This was the wrong time for talk. They needed to get out of here.


  Theres a


  Thats all she got out. The intruder had pulled the steak knife from his shoulder and flung himself at Max, plunging it into his back. Max dropped to his knees. Joan shoved the intruder, but he backhanded her across the forehead, sending her sprawling onto the driveway just a few feet away from Maxs Lexus. The car was running, the headlights on.


  Phone, she thought. Call for help. She tugged the door open and slammed it closed, hitting the lock button. She looked around for Maxs cell. It wasnt there.


  Dammit! Joan looked out the window. The intruder was hunched over Max, working on him with the steak knife. She couldnt tell if Max was dead or alive, but then she saw it; a feeble twitching in his hands.


  Joan leaned on the horn. The intruder stopped his attack and stared. Joan opened the window. Leave him alone!


  Is this your boyfriend, Joan? The intruder grinned. Handsome devil. But I can fix that.


  He began to cut away at Maxs face.


  Joan thought about hitting the gas, running into him, but it would kill Max too. She clenched her teeth. Fight or flight, Joanie? Fight or flight?


  Joan DeVilliers got out of the car.


  The intruder stared up and her, his eyes widening. He let go of Maxs hair and stepped over him.


  My, you are a brave one, arent you?


  Joan pushed aside the fear and slowed her breathing. She didnt get to be a black belt taking a correspondence course. Joan could fight, and she could win. This guy was above her weight class, but shed beaten men before. Joan planted her bare feet on the driveway and centered herself.


  The man moved well, liquid and flowing. Like a snake, Joan thought. He was smiling and confident, but that could work to Joans advantage. So far, shed been reacting out of fear. He was underestimating her. If she stayed focused, shed have a chance.


  Time slowed down, as it often did when she was fighting. Sound seemed to disappear, and her opponent became sharper, clearer. Instead of treating him as a threat, she mentally divided him into different strike points. Joan could break boards with her hands and feet. Bones werent much thicker.


  He came in on her left, feinting with a hook and then round-housing with his right. Joan slipped the punch, spun, and landed a solid reverse kick in his face, dead center. She straightened her leg on impact, hitting him with all of her hundred and fifteen pounds.


  It sent the intruder sprawling onto his back, his head bouncing on the asphalt, his nose a mashed tomato. Like many tournament fights, it was over in a heartbeat. Joan had knocked him out, cold.


  For a moment, she didnt know what to do. Her brain told her to finish it, go for the death blow that shed practiced so often but always pulled short in matches. But could she? Could she actually kill an unconscious man?


  Joan approached cautiously. His eyes were closed, and he looked more pathetic than threatening. She knelt on his chest, raising her fist, aiming for the neck


  And couldnt do it.


  A moan, from the doorway. Max. She got off her assailant and hurried to him. He was curled up in a fetal position, bleeding from several holes in his chest. His face looked like a lasagna. She turned his head to the side so the blood wouldnt run down his throat, and then felt in his jacket pocket for his phone. Joan dialed 911 and considered what she should do with the intruder. Tie him up somehow?


  It didnt matter. When she looked down the driveway, the man was no longer there.


  Beverly Hills 911 Emergency, this is Mrs. Schmidtt.


  My name is Joan DeVilliers. I need an ambulance and the police here as soon as possible. Im at 1445 Hillcrest.


  Can you explain what happened?


  I was attacked. Joans voice broke. Again.
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