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For David and Kellie



The heart of the sons of men is full of evil, and madness is in their heart while they live, and after that they go to the dead.

Ecclesiastes 9:3 
 King James Version

That motley drama—oh, be sure 
 It shall not be forgot!

With its Phantom chased for evermore 
 By a crowd that seize it not,

Through a circle that ever returneth in 
 To the self-same spot,

And much of Madness, and more of Sin, 
 And Horror the soul of the plot.

“The Conqueror Worm” 
 Edgar Allan Poe
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PROLOGUE

Thursday, November 5, 2008 
 Washington, DC 
 5:32 p.m.

The Chevy Tahoe sloshed to a stop in the soggy patch of unseasonably thick snow, and Creighton Melice stepped into the twilight.

He scanned the decrepit Washington DC neighborhood. Drug dealers on the corners. A few blank faces staring at him through the windows of dead buildings. Thick shadows spreading across the street. Creighton drew in a breath of the stale air. Ah yes. Being in the rotting core of the city as the day died around him made Creighton Melice feel right at home.

His lawyer, Jacob Weldon, whispered nervously out the window of the SUV. “So, do you want me to wait for you, then?”

Creighton glanced at him. Weldon. A timid little man with overripe eyes.

“No. I’ll be all right.”

“Be careful.” Weldon sounded relieved.

“I always am.”

Less than three hours ago Creighton had been in custody. Dank cell. Second-degree murder charges—and most likely a long prison sentence. But then, just as Creighton was rehearsing his story, Weldon showed up and announced he’d made bail. “You’re a free man,” he said.

“Don’t screw with me.”

“I’m serious.”

“Who? Who paid it?”

Weldon shook his head. “I don’t know. Someone. A friend.”

Creighton scowled. “How could you not know? Didn’t he have to sign for it?”

“Sent someone. A big guy, I’ve seen him before, sitting in on the preliminaries. But he was just a delivery boy. Someone else footed the bill.”

“A friend, huh? Well, none of my friends have that kind of money.”

“Maybe you made a new one. C’mon, let’s get you out of this place. Whoever it was wants to see you.”

So they left the jail, drove around long enough to make sure no cops were trying to keep an eye on him, and then ended up here at 1311 Donovan Street in front of this vacant gray building wearing a tilted sign that read “The Blue Lizard Lounge.”

The place Creighton’s new friend had chosen for the meeting.

After Weldon’s Tahoe had disappeared around the corner, Creighton scoured the ground for a weapon, snagged a broken beer bottle, and leaned his hand against the dilapidated dance club’s metal door. It clung to its latch for a moment and then creaked open.

A hallway stretched before him, lit only by a meager network of lightbulbs dangling at odd angles every six feet or so.

He didn’t like any of this. The meeting. The confined space. Some guy he didn’t even know paying his bail. Creighton tightened his grip on the neck of the bottle. He’d only used a broken bottle as a weapon once. That night had ended well for him, not so well for the guy who’d been hitting on the woman who was about to become his girlfriend. He figured he could do at least as much damage tonight if he needed to.

As Creighton approached the end of the hallway, he could see two doors, one on each side. A single word had been scrawled on each door. And, while it was hard to tell for sure in the dim light, the words looked like they might have been painted with blood. He reached out his hand. Felt the word Pain.

Still damp.

Tasted it.

Yes. Blood.

The word Freedom had been painted on the door across the hall.

Creighton glanced behind him. Only an empty hallway. Then he inspected the doors, checked for light seeping beneath them. Nothing. Looked around the hallway one more time.

Nothing. Just an empty hallway that terminated here. At these two doors.

Freedom or pain.

Creighton pressed his ear up to each door in turn. Listened. Not a sound.

He needed to make a choice.

The decision was easy.

Creighton chose pain.

With a soft click, the door mouthed open into a narrow entryway. Maybe fifteen feet ahead of him, a tightly focused light sliced through the center of an adjoining room, probably the abandoned club’s dance floor. A spotlight?

Why a spotlight?

Creighton smelled cigarette smoke. Someone was waiting for him.

His new friend.

Creighton crossed the entryway, and as he stepped into the harsh light, a voice halted him. “That’s far enough.” The voice was electronically altered, but to Creighton, the speaker sounded male.

Creighton paused.

At the other end of the room, about twenty-five feet away, sat a figure with an industrial-strength halogen work lamp glowing behind his chair. Even though the person was starkly backlit, Creighton could clearly see that whoever it was had a gun.

“You chose the correct door, Creighton.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see.” He shielded his eyes, then gestured toward the gun. “So, did you set me free just so you could shoot me?”

Electronic laughter ricocheted around the room. The person motioned his gun toward the bottle Creighton was holding. “And did you come here just so you could slice me?”

“Maybe.”

A pause. “I want to offer you something.”

“I don’t work for anyone, and you can’t buy me off. So, if you’re gonna shoot me, make it a good shot because if you just wound me, I’m coming for you.” Creighton raised the cruelly tipped weapon. “I’m pretty quick, and if I make it across the room, I’m going to bury this in your belly. How’s that for an offer?”

“Now, now. Don’t I even get a thank-you? Your bail was no small sum, and we both know you won’t show up for the trial. That’s quite a little chunk of change I paid just to have you come here and threaten me.”

Creighton tried to catch the tenor of the person’s real voice, but whoever it was, he must have had a microphone up to his mouth that changed the pitch and tone of every word as he spoke.

“Well,” said Creighton. “I never asked for your help.”

A coarse voice coming through the mic. “Mr. Melice, I’ve been, how shall I say, following your career.”

“So, you’re a fan. Well, that’s just great.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. I am a fan. You have a great gift.”

“Oh, is that what you call it.” It wasn’t really a question. Silence stained the room. Creighton waited for the guy to reply, and when he didn’t, Creighton turned his head and tapped the broken bottle against the back of his neck. “The base of the neck, right there, or maybe the back of the head, would be your best choice. Although from that range you better know what you’re doing. I’m turning to go now. Take your best shot.” Creighton expected to hear the click as the guy snapped off the safety; it would tell him a lot if he did. None of the guys he’d worked with ever used a safety.

Creighton took two steps. Then heard the voice again.

“I know why you chose this door.”

Creighton paused.

“I can get you what you want.”

Creighton turned. “No one can get me what I want.”

“My friend, you wouldn’t be here unless I could. I never would have bothered with you. You’re the one who posted the videos. I read your blog. I know what you want.”

Creighton wanted to ask how he’d been able to link the videos and blog to him, but obviously it had happened, and at this point that was all that mattered. “I’m listening.”

“There’s something I would like you to help me procure. Your background, skill set, and . . . unique tastes . . . make you eminently qualified for this job. When I have it in hand, I’ll give you the one thing no one else on the planet can give you.”

“What do you want me to ‘procure’?”

A dismissive wave of the gun barrel. “More in due time, my friend. For now, I’d simply like to know if you’re interested enough to continue this discussion. If not, you’re free to go. I’ll just consider the bail money an investment that didn’t pay off.”

“Free to go, huh? The next time I turn my back, you’ll put a bullet in my brain.”

“No,” said the voice. “I choose the base of the neck instead.”

A sudden chill. Miscalculation. “What?”

An instant later, Creighton heard the simultaneous crack of the gun and the bright explosion of glass beside him. He didn’t feel the bullet’s impact but quickly scanned his body for an entry wound, for a growing stain of blood. Found none.

It was only the bottle. The guy had shot the bottle out of Creighton’s hand.

Right at the base of the neck.

“That,” Creighton said, holding up what little remained of the bottle, “was an impressive shot.”

“If I wanted you dead,” the voice said, “you’d be dead. I want your help.”

As Creighton threw the remains of the bottle to the ground, he noticed a spray of glass shards embedded in his thigh. Blood began to creep from a dozen wounds. He reached down and started wrenching the pieces of glass from his leg, thinking about how badly it should have hurt. “How do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t. And I can’t trust you either. But that’s the nature of these relationships, isn’t it?”

Lately, Creighton had been working alone, but it hadn’t always been that way. “Yeah,” he said. “It is.”

“So, are you in?”

Creighton didn’t answer, just finished removing the glass from his leg and dropping it to the floor. But he didn’t turn to go either.

“All right. Good. Then I have a surprise for you.”

“And that is?”

“Your girlfriend. She’s waiting for you out back, in the car.”

Creighton straightened up. “My girlfriend?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

He glanced around the room. “Where?”

The man waved the gun toward the far wall. “Door’s over there. Keys are in the car. So is your plane ticket, driver’s license, FBI identification badge, and a little spending money, Mr. Neville Lewis.”

Creighton let out a harsh sigh. “Neville Lewis? That the best you could do?”

A crackle of electronic laughter. “Go on. We’ll talk soon. I know you must be anxious to see her.”

“Wait. You know my name, what am I supposed to call you?”

“You can call me Shade.”

The light blinked off, and Creighton found that he couldn’t see a thing except for the flashing residue of color swirling through his vision. The passageway he’d come from spit out a tiny pool of light, but other than that the room was pitch black.

He heard a faint brush of movement beside the chair and realized that if he couldn’t see the shooter, the shooter couldn’t see him.

So.

One chance.

Take care of this guy now. Then you won’t have to worry about trusting him, or working for him, or paying him back for any favors. 

Creighton crouched low and skittered along the wall. Rushed toward the chair.

Groping through the dark, he knocked over the work lamp, and it clattered to the ground, the hot bulbs exploding on impact. Creighton’s hands found the chair and he lifted it, swung it, hoping to find the person who’d shot the bottle from his hand, but he found only empty air instead.

He swung again. Shuffled around.

Nothing.

He prodded at the emptiness with the chair for a couple more minutes but found no sign of the man who’d invited him there. Finally, he decided the guy must have slipped away somehow, perhaps out another door.

Rather than waste any more time stumbling around in the dark trying to attack a phantom, he threw the chair to the ground and started for the far wall. The guy had promised that his girlfriend was waiting for him. He wasn’t sure what to think about that, but he definitely wanted to find out.

Creighton found the door, eased it open. Stepped into the alley behind the club. A sedan with tinted windows sat beside a reeking dumpster. Night had fallen, but a jaundiced street lamp at the end of the alley managed to give Creighton just enough light to see.

He made sure no one else was in the alley, then approached the car and tried to peer through the windows. Too dark.

He didn’t trust the guy with the gun, and he wasn’t sure what to expect when he opened the car door.

A car bomb?

But why? Why waste the bail money? Besides, the guy could have killed him inside the building.

Sounds, soft sounds from inside the car. He reached for the door handle. Clicked it open. “Hello?” he said.

No one in the front seat. He slipped into the car. “Hello?” Turned around.

And found her, lying in the backseat.

A woman he had never met.

Bound and tightly gagged.

He pulled the door shut. Her pleading eyes grew large with terror when she saw him, saw that he made no attempt to free her. They had never met, but he’d seen her face. He knew who she was. She squirmed. Couldn’t get free. “So,” he said, eyeing her, smiling at her, fondling her soft blonde hair. “Maybe I can trust him after all.”

Creighton swiveled around and started the engine. “C’mon, my dear. It’s time we got to know each other. I’m going to be your new boyfriend.”

As he pulled out of the alley, Creighton could hear desperate, muffled cries coming from the backseat. He didn’t need to turn around to know what they were. He knew those sounds well. He’d heard them before.

She was trying to scream beneath her gag.

Yes, he knew those sounds well.

It looked like Weldon had been right after all.

Creighton Melice had made a new friend.
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Three months later

Monday, February 16, 2009 
 San Diego, California 
 5:46 p.m.

I stared at the array of silverware surrounding my plate. “I can never remember which fork to use for the salad.”

My stepdaughter Tessa pointed. “The outside one, Patrick. You start there and work your way in.”

“You sure?”

She picked up my forks one at a time, a family of leather bracelets riding up and down her wrist, over the four rubber bands she wore beneath them. “Salad, main dish, then dessert.”

As she set down my dessert fork, I realized how much we both stuck out at this restaurant. Everyone else wore a dinner jacket or an evening gown; we both had on T-shirts—mine, a faded athletic shirt from Marquette University, hers, a black, long-sleeve DeathNail 13 tee with the band’s logo of an eyeball with a nail stuck through it. Beside the picture she wore a small pin: Save Darfur. Now.

Tessa had chosen light pink lipstick tonight, but black fingernail polish and black eye shadow to match her raven-black hair. I hadn’t been too thrilled about the eyebrow ring and pierced nose she’d gotten last month without my permission, but I had to admit they were cute. And with her three-quarter-length black tights under a crinkly fabric skirt, she looked slightly Goth, a little edgy and dark, yet still girlish and innocent at seventeen.

“So, how do you know so much about table settings?” I asked.

“I worked at La Saritas, remember? Before Mom died.”

Her comment blindsided me, took me back to Christie’s funeral. I glanced out the window. The wind had been kicking up all afternoon, and now, just after dusk, the ocean looked ragged and gray. The remaining sunlight drained slowly into the sea as a few gulls meandered beneath the clouds, occasionally diving to retrieve a fish that had wandered too close to the water’s rough, leathery surface. “Yeah, sorry,” I said. “I guess I forgot. How long did you work there again?”

“Two days. The manager said I didn’t have a ‘team-oriented attitude.’” She took a sip of her ice water. “Jerk.”

I’d chosen a table in the back of the restaurant, my back to the wall. Force of habit. For a moment I watched the servers maneuver through the maze of tables, observing the routes they took, the choices they made. Habit again.

A few minutes earlier, the girl who’d seated us had placed a platter of crusty bread in front of me. She’d set a bowl of some kind of oil next to it, and the people at the tables all around us were dipping their bread into the sour-yellow lubricant and then eating it. I decided to pass.

Our server, a slim-boned man with a beak for a nose, arrived to take our order. “Sir,” he said. Then he faced Tessa. “Mademoiselle. Would you like to hear the specials? Tonight we are offering a lovely pork tenderloin finished off with a mango and pineapple reduction—”

Tessa gave him an iron stare. “Do you have any idea what kind of conditions those pigs are forced to live in before being shipped to the slaughterhouses? Wire cages. Tiny wire cages—”

“Tessa,” I said.

“Where they’re force-fed, drugged with growth hormones until they’re too fat to stand—”

“Tessa Bernice Ellis.”

“I’m just saying—”

I gave her my best, be-quiet-right-now-or-we’re-going-to-Burger-King look. Our eyes wrestled for a moment, and at last she gave in. “OK, OK. I want a house salad.” She pointed to the menu. “And no apple-wood smoked bacon.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He turned to me, tilted his head, offered a fabricated smile. He might have been a robot. “And you, sir?”

I noticed Tessa glaring at me. “I guess I’ll have a salad too,” I said. “But I’m hungry though. Make it a double.”

“A double, sir? I’m afraid our dinner salad only comes in one size, but I assure you it’s a most generous portion.”

I’d seen some of those “generous portions” when Tessa and I had walked to our booth. “Well, I’ll take two of those, then. Just dump them into one great big bowl. That’ll work.”

He scribbled something on his notepad, although I didn’t think our order had been all that complex. Tessa cleared her throat. “Patrick, seriously, you can order the pork tenderloin if you want, and I promise I won’t say anything about how the pigs are crammed into feces-ridden crates where they can’t even turn around, taken to a slaughterhouse where they’re hit with a stun gun that leaves them alive and squealing and bleeding to death while they’re dropped alive into the scalding water that’s supposed to remove their hair and soften up the meat so that restaurants like this can glaze them with mangos and serve them to their patrons. I promise not to say a word.”

The woman at the table beside us slowly lowered her main-dish fork to the table.

“How thoughtful of you, Tessa,” I said. Slaughterhouses. Great. Just the thing I need to be thinking about right now.

I noticed that our server’s face had turned pasty white. “Just bring me those two salads in one big bowl and a cup of coffee— wait. What kind of coffee do you have?”

He tried to compose himself. “We serve a variety of fine espressos and cappuccinos as well as both regular and decaffeinated—”

“No, no, no. I mean like a Ruiru 11 blend from Kenya, or Costa Rican La Magnolia, or something from the Cerrado region of Brazil. What kind of coffee? What country is it from?”

“I believe we buy it here in America—”

Oh boy. “When you get the coffee from the store, does it come in a great big metal can?”

He beamed. “Absolutely.”

That was all I needed to hear. “Tea. A cup of tea.”

“Thank you, sir.”

I glanced at the bowl of oil. “And some butter too.”

“Tea . . .” He mouthed the words as he wrote them on his pad. “And butter.” Then he turned hesitantly toward Tessa. “And your drink, ma’am?”

“Root beer. And don’t put any cheese in my salad, anything like that.”

He gave her a small nod.

“Or ranch dressing. Ranch is disgusting.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Or eggs.”

One more brisk nod, and then he disappeared.

“Well,” I said. “Nothing like visiting a fancy restaurant. We should do this more often.”

“Yup,” she said, dipping a piece of bread into the oil and holding it up to the light. Globs of vomit-colored oil plopped onto her plate. “Nothing like it.”

I tried to relax and just enjoy the next few minutes. Tried to engage in a coherent conversation, tried to listen to her talk about a club she’d heard about that she wanted to visit but that I would never let her go to anyway, tried to think of clever things to say about the birdlike waiter.

Tried to, but couldn’t. The image of a slaughterhouse had landed in my mind and refused to leave.

I could hear squealing coming from the inside. Sharp desperate cries. But neither this slaughterhouse nor the squealing had anything to do with pigs.
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The last three months had been good ones for Creighton Melice, now known as Neville Lewis. He liked San Diego weather, and he especially liked living in a city with hundreds of thousands of undocumented, untraceable, easily misplaced people.

And so many of them women.

Lovely Hispanic women.

Potential girlfriends.

Creighton glanced around the warehouse office, and his eyes took in the dusty file cabinet in the corner piled high with a stack of manila folders, the swimsuit calendar that was still flipped to May 2007 pinned to the wall, and, of course, the large gray desk with his high-definition computer screen on top of it. Beside the keyboard was a stack of DVD cases.

He stepped onto a swivel chair and repositioned the right-hand camcorder centering it in the hole in the wall so he could get a clearer view of his next girlfriend when it happened. Over the years he’d found that the videos were much more satisfying when he got the camera angles just right.

And, of course, a lot depended on the quality of your equipment. And whoever the guy was who’d shot the bottle from his hand that day in DC knew his stuff: the two professional-grade camcorders were the kind a news crew might use for a remote.

The warehouse had already been prepared for Creighton when he arrived in November. Everything was all set. Just waiting for him.

As he sat down at the desk, a large spider, ripe with babies, lowered itself onto his arm, but Creighton didn’t mind, didn’t brush it away. He’d always had an affinity for spiders.

He tapped at the keyboard to test the remote zoom capabilities. The spider skittered up his arm and across the back of his neck. A few more keystrokes.

Yes.

Excellent.

Now, for the second camera.

The server arrived with our order. He laid a large metal bowl beside me containing my two meagerly generous servings of salad. Then he placed Tessa’s salad in front of her and quickly stepped back. “Anything else?”

“No,” I said. “We’re good. Thanks.”

Tessa inspected her salad, probably looking for stray pieces of meat that might have fallen into it. “It looks OK.”

As our server hurried off and we began to eat, I glanced at the routes of the two dozen servers again. Made note of which tables each person was serving, who yielded to whom as they approached the kitchen. Then, in between mouthfuls of lettuce, spinach, green peppers, and black olives, Tessa and I talked about how her junior year of high school was going, the colleges she was considering, the things we were both hoping to do in San Diego, and some bands I’d never heard of who were apparently amazingly sick—meaning good. But all the while, in the back of my mind, I was still thinking about the slaughterhouse.

Then, with a big bite of salad in her mouth, Tessa asked, “So, it feels good, doesn’t it?”

A shiver squirmed through my gut.

I paused with my salad fork halfway to my mouth. “What did you just say?”

My tone must have been as harsh as the images climbing through my mind, because she blinked, and when she replied, she seemed almost intimidated. “I just mean, being in the middle of a case like this. Trying to catch this arsonist guy. It feels good. It’s what you do. It’s what you like, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is. It’s what I do. It’s what I like.” My words were blunt. Unnecessary hammer blows. I didn’t want to go where this conversation or my thoughts were taking me, so I changed the subject. “But being here with you, I like this more.” I set down my fork.

She gave me a tired, you-can’t-possibly-be-for-real teenager look, but I caught the hint of a smile. “Yeah. Whatever.”

“I mean it.”

“Thanks.” She looked down at the table. Slightly embarrassed. It was nice to see.

Over the past couple years we’d both been through a lot. Tessa had been fifteen when her mother and I met, dated, and then married—sixteen when Christie died tragically of breast cancer.

Christie’s parents had passed away years before, and Tessa didn’t know who her real father was, so that left the two of us to try and work through Christie’s death and form a family together. It hadn’t gone too well. Nearly a year had passed since Christie’s death, and it felt like Tessa and I were still at the starting line. But at least we were there together. And that was something.

I picked up my outside fork and aimed it at a miniature tomato in my salad. “So, four days in San Diego, huh?”

“Yeah. This is one time I’m actually glad Denver has year-round schools. All their screwy breaks.”

“I thought maybe while we’re here I could take you to the Sherrod Aquarium.”

“An aquarium.” She spoke with her mouth full. “Wow. How fun is that.”

“It’s supposed to be one of the best in the world.”

She sighed with her eyeballs.

“They have sharks,” I said. “Lots and lots of sharks.”

She seemed to consider that for a moment. “Sharks are cool.”

“Now,” I said, “you know that I have—”

“A little work to do while we’re here. I know, I know. The arsonist.”

“Sometimes you may need to stay at the hotel by yourself—”

A slight pause. “I didn’t come here to sit at some stupid hotel. I’m OK on my own, you know.”

“It’s just that we’re not in Denver, this is a different city.”

“In a few months I’ll be old enough to live on my own.”

“Eight months.”

“Like I said.”

I took a gulp of tea. “Anyway, I’ll spend as much time with you as I can.”

“We’ve been over all this already. It’s no big deal.” And then, “You don’t have to babysit me.”

Big issue. Deal with that later. “OK.”

Tessa always begs to come along when I travel but likes her space too. Since I’m an FBI criminologist who tracks serial offenders, I can’t usually bring her with me.

This time, though, Special Agent Lien-hua Jiang, one of my team members at the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime, as well as one of the Bureau’s top profilers, had called me in. We were consulting with the San Diego Police Department on a series of fires that had been started in abandoned homes over the last ten months. No fatalities so far, just property damage.

The Bureau wants to encourage strong family relationships, and since this wasn’t a case that would put Tessa in danger, and I wasn’t the lead investigator, and I was willing to foot the bill for her trip, they had no problems with her coming along. So, all things taken into account, this seemed like a good chance for us to spend some time together, especially since she was on break from school.

“So,” I said, changing the subject, “this is your first time visiting the Pacific Ocean, right?”

“I’ve seen the ocean before, Patrick. You know that. When we lived in New York.”

“But that’s the Atlantic.”

“There’s only one ocean.”

I wondered if this was a joke and I was missing the punch line. “Last I checked there was the Atlantic, Pacific, Arctic, Indian—”

 “Well, last I checked all the oceans were connected. One big body of water. One world, one ocean.”

I peered out the window. Watched the black water lick at the shore in the rising moonlight. “I guess I never thought of it like that before.”

“They do the same thing with land. Seven continents? Yeah, right. Only if you divide up Europe and Asia and split up North and South America and count the man-made Suez Canal.”

I’d never thought of that either. “So why do you think we do that, divide things up like that?”

She shrugged. Took a bite of salad. “How should I know, I’m just a kid. Different cultures, maybe. Territorialism. Ethnocentrism. I don’t know. It just seems dumb, though.”

Ethnocentrism. That’s just great.

Creighton pressed “record,” swiveled the camera, took twenty seconds of footage.

Since visiting the Blue Lizard Lounge in November, he’d tried to uncover Shade’s real identity, but so far none of his contacts had been able to dig up anything specific, and since Creighton had skipped town, his former lawyer Jacob Weldon wouldn’t even return his calls. So Creighton hadn’t discovered anything about his mysterious new friend, and, although he would never have admitted it to anyone, that troubled him somewhat.

All of their communications had been through voice-altered phone calls, text messages, and dead-letter message drops. All very cloak-and-dagger, which made Creighton think that he—or she or whoever—was probably a spy wannabe.

But maybe not a wannabe.

Maybe the real thing.

Anything was possible.

Creighton pressed “pause,” then rewound the video. Played it through to the end. Adjusted the focus, then pressed “record” once again.

For the first few weeks, it had remained a complete mystery to him why Shade had chosen him for this specific job. But when Shade finally explained the grand scheme to him and then started naming names, he’d seen the beauty and irony of it all. Yes, he was the perfect person to do it.

Really, the only person.

He pressed “pause.”

There.

That was it.

Yes, just a slight glint off the glass, but he could take care of that, just like he’d done in the previous videos.

The camera was set.

He put the ropes in the trunk.

It was time to go find a woman interested in spending the evening with a handsome, slightly devilish male companion.
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Victor Sherrod Drake, president and CEO of Drake Enterprises, sat at his desk on the top floor of Drake Enterprises’ world headquarters on Aero Drive in San Diego. Most people didn’t know that the biotech industry is the second largest economic force in San Diego, trailing just behind the military. But Victor knew. He’d helped make it a reality.

Most of his employees had gone home at 5:30 p.m., but Victor preferred to stay a little later, especially at this time of year when the 2008 financial reports were rolling in. Of course, it meant keeping a skeleton work crew on-site after hours to make sure his time wasn’t wasted, but that wasn’t a problem. He could afford it.

Victor set his cell phone beside the papers on his desk so it would be available if his accountant called, then he perused the latest profitmargin reports and tapped his fingers to the rhythm of a tune he’d heard while driving to work earlier in the day.

Yes. Things were going well. Very, very well.

He glanced out the window at San Diego, the desert by the sea that humans had staked out as paradise. Victor liked looking down on this city. All the antlike inhabitants. Drones busily going about their petty suburban lives—

“Mr. Drake, sir.” A sultry female voice interrupted his thoughts. He’d hired the woman behind the voice just for the way she sounded. He pressed the intercom. “Yes?”

“I have General Biscayne on the line.”

Victor’s fingers stopped tapping.

Biscayne.

Again.

Who cares if you work at the Pentagon? You do not go calling one of the world’s richest men whenever you want to. No, you do not. 

On the other hand . . . the billions of dollars that the Pentagon’s research and development arm, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, or DARPA, was spending on this project could buy the general a few extra minutes of micromanaging.

“I’ll take it on my private line,” he told the voice he loved.

Victor swung the office door shut, snatched up his landline phone, and tried to hide the irritation in his voice. “General. Good of you to call.”

“I wondered if you might have gone home for the day.”

“I like to work late.” Victor calculated the time in the Eastern Time Zone. “You must like to as well.”

“Hate it. Just got out of a marathon DARPA meeting, and we are, how shall I say, anxious to see the progress on Project Rukh.”

“Well, I have good news, General: we’ve nearly completed the prototype. It’ll be ready in only a couple of—”

“Actually, we want to see it now. ASAP. Give it a test run. See how well it performs.”

Just the idea that they questioned whether it would work was insulting to Victor. Just the idea! You don’t build the country’s most profitable biotech firm by delivering faulty products—which was why Victor had arranged for his own internal tests. “When we deliver it to you, General, I guarantee it’ll work.”

“Well, if it does, I guarantee you that Drake Enterprises will be well-positioned when the bidding comes for DARPA’s next project. But, if the device is not ready, we’re pulling the plug on this thing. You’ve had two years to make it work, and so far we have nothing but a 2.5 billion dollar microwave—not exactly what you were contracted to build.”

Victor could feel his grip tightening around the phone. He knew that if he lost the contract and word somehow leaked to the press— which the government would make certain happened—stocks would plummet and he would lose billions.

Not only that, but in the obligatory investigation that his board of directors would call for, it was possible, just possible, that some inconsistencies might be found in the third quarter earnings statements from 2007. And after Enron and WorldCom, that might not fare so well for Drake Enterprises and its CEO.

Even worse, someone might uncover evidence of the tests.

“Drake,” snapped the general, jarring him back to the conversation. “I’ll be arriving on Thursday. I’ve scheduled a Project Rukh Oversight Committee meeting for 1400 hours sharp. I want you there.”

“General, that won’t be necessary. I can assure you that—”

“I want to see firsthand what our taxpayer money has gone toward producing. And I’m telling you now, the device had better work.”

“But not in two and a half days. That’s not possible. We have thousands of pages of research to evaluate before final delivery. It’s not enough time—”

“You’ve had two years. That’s plenty of time.”

Victor had to try his hardest not to let on that he was speaking through gritted teeth. “Well, then. I look forward to your visit—” And before he could finish his sentence, the general hung up.

Drake slammed down the receiver. No one hangs up on Victor Drake. No one!

He yanked out a desk drawer, twisted open a bottle of pills, swallowed five of them, and then pocketed the bottle for later. Smacked the drawer shut.

So.

All right then.

They wanted to make sure it worked. Well, OK.

One more test.

One final test.

Tonight.

That would at least give Dr. Kurvetek Tuesday and Wednesday, two full days, to evaluate the results before the general arrived.

Victor called the team members and told them that he needed their services one last time and that they had better bring in some definitive results. He only used four men because he’d learned over the years that it’s difficult to keep things confidential, so the fewer people who know your secrets, the better. He asked the fourth man, “Do you have the site picked out?”

“Have I ever let you down?”

“All right. You know the drill. Just don’t get there early.”

A pause. “The money better be transferred within twenty-four hours this time. I don’t like to wait.”

“It will be. Don’t worry about that.”

Victor ended the call and elevatored down to the parking garage, all the while trying not to think about the general’s veiled threats concerning future contracts.

Just forget him. Forget Biscayne. Go home and relax. By morning, the test will be completed and you’ll be able to give him exactly what he asked for.

Victor fired up his Jaguar, roared out of the garage, and aimed his car toward his estate on La Jolla Farms Road.

While his four team members prepared for the test.
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As Tessa and I ate, I tried to steer the conversation away from my work, but when we were nearly done with our salads, Tessa steered us back. “So, Patrick. Is it true you have the highest clearance record for cases involving serial offenders in the history of the FBI?”

“Wow. That was random.”

“You’re not allowed to say that. You’re over thirty.”

I took a slim breath. “Tessa, where did you hear that statistic?”

“Fox News. A couple of weeks ago. After that whole thing with Ramirez.”

Julio Ramirez had abducted young boys from playgrounds in Maine. He would take them to his home, do the things to them that parents have nightmares about, then lock them in a pit in his basement until they starved to death. Eight in all. My friend, Special Agent Ralph Hawkins, and I had caught him just after the first of the year.

“Well, I’m not sure if that stat is exactly accurate.”

She punched her fork into her salad and stuffed an olive into her mouth. “They said it was.”

“You can’t always trust what you hear. Look, I don’t really want to talk about all this right now. Let’s plan our schedule for the next couple—”

“They only call you in when everyone else is, like, totally stumped—which is pretty cool, by the way, I have to say.”

“Thank you. Now, let’s talk about—”

“But don’t get a big head or anything,” she said. “Because, I don’t really get it.”

“You don’t get what?”

“What you do.”

I didn’t like where this was going. “I thought you read the two books I wrote?”

“Well, I did. Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

She dropped her gaze. Let it wander around the table. “I did read ’em, I mean . . . until I fell asleep.”

A needle through my ego. Punctured. Drifting to the ground. “You fell asleep reading my books?”

“Look, I didn’t mean to, OK? It’s just . . . I couldn’t help it.” She stuffed some lettuce into her mouth. “No offense or anything, but don’t quit your day job.”

How nice.

“Anyway.” Talking with her mouth full again, “What I mean is, maybe you can explain it better in person than on paper.”

Boy, she really knew how to lay on the compliments.

I decided to go for it, though. I might not get another chance.

But make it quick, then get back to planning the week.

“OK. Let’s see, where to start . . . So, crimes only occur when five factors intersect.”

“Time, location, offender, victim or object of desire, and lack of supervision or law enforcement presence. That was in the introduction to Understanding Crime and Space. I hadn’t fallen asleep yet.”

“Well, that’s encouraging.” I grabbed a saltshaker and slid it in front of me. It would be too complex to talk through all fourteen fires, but I could at least give her an idea of what I do by referencing four or five of them. “So then, with these arsons, let’s say this is the site of the first fire . . .” I tapped the saltshaker, then moved the pepper to the far side of the table. “The next arson was down here, south of San Diego in Chula Vista . . .” I put the rental car keys behind my salad bowl. “And the third fire was here, in Claire-mont . . .” I moved the coffee creamer and the teacup into position. “And these are fires four and five, what does that tell you?”

“Nothing. They’re just spread out all over.”

“Actually, it tells us several things.” I crumpled up a napkin and set it in the middle of the table.

“Is that the next fire?”

“No, it’s where I believe the arsonist might live. Think about this for a minute: if you started those fires, do you think you’d be familiar with the area?”

“I guess. So I’d know how to get away.”

“Right. But if you committed the crimes too close to your home, you might draw too much attention to yourself.” I dipped my finger in the bread oil and drew two concentric circles around the napkin, the outer one enclosing the salt and pepper fires. As I did so, our server approached, took one look at me finger-painting on the table, spun on his heels, and returned to the kitchen.

“So,” I continued, “you end up with a range, the ideal range, a comfort zone, in between these circles. Far, but not too far. Close, but not too close.”

She put my knife in the range, but on the other side of the table from the pepper. “Like the next fire might be here?”

“Right. Maybe. But I study what’s been done, not what might happen.”

“Does it change? This comfort zone thing? As you get more and more fires?”

“Yes. Because the arsonist isn’t going to keep setting fires in an area where there would be heightened law enforcement activity. So I ask myself, ‘What’s the significance of these locations to our offender?’ I look at the location, timing, and progression of the fires, compare that to the comfort zone, and then work backward to try and find the most likely location for the offender’s home base—which might be where he lives or maybe where he works. We call it the hot zone.”

“Sounds simple.”

“In principle, yes. But you need to take into account all of the locations associated with the fires, as well as pathways to and from the scenes. There are a lot of mathematical formulas involved, algorithms based on travel theory, cognitive mapping, stuff like that.” “They call it a geographic profile, right?”

“Yes.” I took a small bite of salad. “But it’s not like a behavioral profile. Nothing like that.”

“Yeah, you told me that before.”

“Anyway, all the locations, right? So, where he bought the ac-celerants, where the fires occurred, which fire alarms were set off first, the location of the person calling 911, sight lines.” As I said the words sight lines, I glanced at the table and noticed something. “Hang on.” I moved my large salad bowl just to the left of the comfort zone. “Can you see the salad fork from there?”

She shook her head.

“What about the keys?”

She shook her head again. “The bowl is in the way.”

Hmm. Yes.

“The bowl is in the way,” I repeated softly.

“What’s the bowl?” she asked.

I inspected the table, moved a few condiments around. “I think it might be Petco Park. Where the Padres play.”

“Bark Park.”

“Right.” I looked at the relationship of the salad bowl to the teacup and coffee creamer.

Yes, yes. You’ll need to look into that.

“What is it?” she asked.

Wait, Pat. Be here right now. Not somewhere else.

“Nothing.” I shook the thought loose. I could come back to it later, after she was in bed. “Anyway, when I compare all those factors to the traffic patterns at the time of the crime, the layout of the roads, bridges, bodies of water, demographics, population distribution, I can begin to . . . well, you get the idea. Most investigators ask, ‘Why did this happen?’ or ‘What was the offender thinking?’ or ‘How could anyone do such a thing?’ But I ask, ‘When was the offender here?’ ‘Where did he go?’ and ‘Where is he now?’ That’s environmental criminology in a nutshell.”

She studied the table. Looked at the salt and pepper shakers, the keys, the salad bowl, the circle of oil, the coffee creamer. “And you got a doctorate in this?”

“Well, yes, I—”

“How many years of school was that again?”

“OK. So, the aquarium. Sharks. I heard the Sherrod Aquarium has more than a dozen different species—”

“So, you don’t look for motive?”

If only more investigators were as persistent as she was. I tapped my finger against the table. “Not so much. No.”

“Why not?”

“Trying to guess someone’s motives always ends up being nothing more than speculation, Tessa. It’s based on inference rather than deduction, on intuition rather than evidence, and there’s no way to confirm or to refute your guesswork. I’m an investigator, not a mind reader.”

“What does Agent Jiang think of that? It’s a sore spot, isn’t it? Between the two of you?”

This conversation was going farther and farther astray. “We hold each other in high regard.”

“So I’ve noticed,” she said under her breath.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” She took one final gulp of her root beer. “So, can you tell where the next fire is gonna be?”

I shook my head. “No. Like I mentioned before, I work backward to try and find the home base of the offender. I don’t do so well with predicting the future.”

“But try. I mean, if you were going to.”

“I can’t predict the future, Tessa.”

“OK.” She flew her eyes to the other side of the room. “Whatever.”

“You can pout all you like, it’s not going to help me predict the future.”

“Fine. Whatever. I’m not pouting.”

Still no eye contact.

Then she added quiet, nonchalant humming.

Wonderful.

OK. Fine. I studied the table, moved a few more objects around to represent the different fires so far. If I were going to predict the next fire, where would it be? I leaned over the empty salad bowl and checked the sight lines, then used my dessert fork to verify the distances between the fire sites represented on the table.

A few ideas. Nothing solid.

She watched me playing with the silverware and seasonings. “A doctorate, huh?”

“Listen.” I took the napkin and wiped the oil off the table. “Do you want any dessert?”

She seemed to be considering it when one of the servers paused beside her and lowered a platter of the pork tenderloin with mango and pineapple sauce onto the table next to us.

Tessa grimaced. “Ew, that is so disgusting.” I noticed that she pulled back one of the rubber bands she wore around her wrist and snapped it against her skin. “The poor pig. You can still see the blood.”

Slaughterhouses.

Yes, you can. You can still see the blood.

“I think I’m gonna be sick.” She stood. “Let’s go.”

“I need to pay,” I said.

“I’ll wait for you outside.” She grabbed the khaki canvas satchel that she uses as a purse and hurried for the door.
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After taking care of our bill, I stepped outside and found Tessa waiting beneath one of the orange-yellow vapor streetlights nearby. She was writing something in the small notebook she often carries with her. When she saw me, she surreptitiously slipped the pen and notebook back into her satchel.

I decided not to pry.

The wind had picked up even more since we’d entered the restaurant, and it whipped her shoulder-length black hair around her head in a small frenzy. “So,” she said. “How many people were in there when we left?”

“Tessa, I don’t want to do this.”

“Sure you do, c’mon.”

“Let’s go, OK?”

She folded her arms. Leaned against the streetlight. I knew she wouldn’t budge until I answered her.

“All right. Sixty-two.”

“When we entered?”

“Forty-nine. How did you know I’d keep track?”

“It’s what you do. Which one of the servers worked there the longest?”

“Tessa—”

“You don’t know, do you? That’s why you’re avoiding the question.”

“Allison Reynolds. She was the one with six piercings in her left ear, three in her right. Based on her route proficiency, I’d say she’s been working at Geraldo’s for over two years. I heard a few snatches of dialogue. She’s from the Midwest, most likely southwestern Michigan or northern Indiana.”

After a quiet moment. “You can’t turn it off, can you?”

I drummed an anxious finger against my leg. “You ready to go?”

“I don’t really want to go back to the hotel yet.”

I thought for a moment. I don’t remember exactly when, but at some point in the last couple months, I’d first started calling Tessa “Raven.” She’d always reminded me of a raven, and sometimes the nickname just slipped out, as it did now, “Well, then, Raven, how about a walk beside the world’s only ocean?”

She shrugged. “I guess so.”

We grabbed our windbreakers from the car and found a stretch of sand that was damp enough to walk on easily but not so close to the water that we would have to be constantly avoiding the incoming waves. We walked for a while, side by side, but also oceans apart. Every once in a while, a rogue wave would slap farther up the shore than the others and we’d scurry up the beach to stay out of its path.

Mists carried by the steady surf began curling around us.

After one of the bolder waves had chased us up the beach, Tessa said softly, “So do you ever wonder what it would be like? Being one of them? You know. On the other side? An arsonist, a killer, something like that? The people you help the cops find?”

Everyone is on the side of being human, of being fallible, but I knew what she meant. “Sometimes I do. Sometimes I wonder those kind of things. But I try not to get caught up dwelling on them.”

“It’s scary to think about, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Well,” she said. “I’m glad you’re not like them.”

“Thank you.” A dim silence spread between us.

“Right?” She stopped walking and waited until I’d stopped as well. She stared at me through the moonlight. “You’re not like them, are you?”

“No, of course not.” I couldn’t tell her what was really bothering me. It was something I’d never told anyone. “Of course I’m not like them.”

It feels good, doesn’t it?

Yes, it does.

She stood there, a raven in the moonlight. “Something’s bothering you, isn’t it? Tonight, I mean?”

Sometimes I wish she wasn’t quite so astute. “I’m sorry, Tessa. He’s been there, in the back of my mind. It doesn’t mean you’re not important—”

“The arsonist?”

“That’s right.”

And it was true, I was thinking about the arsonist. But it wasn’t the whole truth.

I was also thinking about someone else.

Richard Devin Basque.

We walked for half an hour, talking some, but mostly keeping our thoughts to ourselves. The moon inched its way higher into the sky, and eventually we sat down on some dry sand next to a clump of sea grass that the waves had deposited on the shore earlier in the day.

And as we sat together on the sand, I let my thoughts take me back thirteen years to my early days as a detective in Milwaukee; to the night I arrested Richard Devin Basque in that abandoned slaughterhouse on the outskirts of Milwaukee.



6

Even though I was on the beach, I could see the slaughterhouse all around me. Dusky sunlight slanting through the windows. Huge, rusted meat hooks hanging from the ceiling. The image of a man holding a scalpel, standing over the bleeding woman. She was still alive, choking on her own blood. That was the most disturbing part of all to remember.

The doctors never could explain how she survived as long as she had.

Then, the moment outside of time when I ordered him to drop the knife, to back away, and how he just stood there instead, holding the red glistening blade, staring at the barrel of my gun.

I yelled again, followed procedure after procedure, warning after warning, until at last he spun, took three steps, then pivoted with a Smith & Wesson Sigma in his hand and fired. Missed.

I pulled the trigger of my .357 SIG P229, but for the first time in my career my gun malfunctioned, refused to fire. I lunged to the side as he took another shot, pegging my left shoulder, sending a bright splinter of pain riding up my neck, across my chest. I rolled to my feet, rushed him, and swung one of the meat hooks at his face. When he ducked out of the way, I threw my arms back and tackled him.

As we crashed to the concrete floor, I could hear the moist sounds of the woman struggling for breath only a few feet away, gasping, coughing.

Dying.

Basque drove the scalpel into my right thigh, but I knocked his gun away, and as he crawled for it, I snagged his arm and twisted it behind his back, my shoulder and leg screaming at me the whole time.

Pinned him to the ground.

Cuffed him.

Then, I shoved him aside, and as I bent to help the woman, I heard him say softly, “I think we may need an ambulance, don’t you, Detective?” I could hear a smirk in his voice.

I tried to help her, tried to save her, but the bleeding was coming from so many places it was impossible to stop. There was nothing I could do, nothing anyone could have done.

The scalpel was still in my leg, but if I removed it, the wound would bleed badly. It throbbed as I awkwardly dragged Basque to his feet to read him his rights.

I couldn’t help but take note of his face. Hollywood handsome, and yet possessed with pure evil. He was staring at the motionless, blood-soaked body of the woman. “I guess we won’t be needing that ambulance after all.”

And that’s when it happened.

Something inside of me snapped.

Rage and fear cascading through me. Rage, because of what he’d done to her. Fear, because if humans were capable of doing that, and I was human . . .

Well.

I lost it.

I punched him as hard as I could in the jaw. The force of the blow sent him spinning to the ground. I dropped to my knees beside him and raised my fist. Punched him again. Drew my fist back, ready to unload a third time.

When I was training for law enforcement, my instructors taught me to control myself. To avoid getting emotionally involved. But sometimes you can’t help it. The violence and suffering get to you. And in that moment, I was ready to hit him again and again and again until I’d made him suffer as much as the woman he’d just killed. Part of me wanted to take the scalpel and cut him. Cut him just like he’d cut her.

He gazed at me and licked at the hot blood on his lips. “It feels good, doesn’t it, Detective? It feels really good.”

It feels good, doesn’t it?

And the thing I’ve never told anybody, never mentioned in any of my reports, was that it did. It did feel good when I hit him. A rush of fire and anger and power. And, to a certain part of me, it would have felt good to grab the scalpel and keep going, to give in to the primal drift in my soul. Part of me would have enjoyed the savagery.

I didn’t answer him that day, but I think my silence spoke my thoughts.

Later, Basque told the interrogating officers that he’d broken his jaw when the meat hook hit him in the face. And that’s what went in the case files and I didn’t correct them. So for the last thirteen years, by his silence and mine, we’ve shared a secret that has frightened me more than any killer I’ve ever faced. The secret that it felt good to take a step in the direction of evil. Yes, it did.

I found out later that the woman’s name was Sylvia Padilla. She was his sixteenth victim.

At least, that’s how many we know about.

And that day, as she died beside me and I saw the extent of the horrors one human being could do to another, a cold shiver burrowed its way deep into my soul and has wormed around inside of me ever since.

A shivering reminder of how close I came to becoming what I hunt.

Tessa’s comments in the restaurant and on the beach had struck a nerve, because this month, after more than a dozen years on death row, Richard Devin Basque was being retried as the result of some DNA test discrepancies. And since I’d only caught him at the scene, not in the act of murder, the case wasn’t going to be a slam dunk. My buddy Agent Ralph Hawkins would be testifying tomorrow. The trial would probably go on for months, and eventually I would be called in to testify too. But that’s not what was bothering me as I sat beside my stepdaughter. I was thinking of the secret I shared with Basque.

That, yes, it felt good.

“You’re not like them, are you?” she’d asked me.

And I’d told her no.

But maybe I am.
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Sitting beneath the pale moonlight, Tessa and I watched the hungry waves lap at the shore. And for a few moments it seemed like we had always known each other, that she really was my daughter, that I really was her father, and that we had a lifetime of shared memories stored up someplace, ready to take us through whatever rough times might lay ahead.

But the feeling lasted only a moment. Then it was gone. Sea mist entwined us and the cold spaces between the distant stars landed on the beach all around us. I felt a chill. Maybe it was the wind. Maybe it was the deep night creeping slowly up the shore.

“I’m getting cold,” Tessa said.

“Me too,” I said. “Let’s go. It’s still a long walk back to the car.”

As we stood, she gazed at the world’s only ocean one last time. “Being here, right now, with the wind and the night and everything. It reminds me of something I read once.”

“What’s that?”

She gave the moonlit waves a steady, thoughtful stare. “‘It was, indeed, a tempestuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly singular in its terror and its beauty.’” And then, looking toward me, she added, “Poe. The Fall of the House of Usher.”

“That’s eerie,” I said. “And beautiful too.”

“You’re right,” she said. “It is. It’s both.”

I thought for a moment about reaching over and putting my hand on her shoulder, but I decided not to. The wind blew salty gusts in from the ocean, and somewhere above us a gull screeched its way through the night. For a moment, the gull’s cry sounded like a human scream stretched out across the water.

Like a woman’s scream echoing off the concrete floor of a slaughterhouse.

I reached into my pocket, and as I pulled out the car keys, I remembered where I’d placed them on the table, behind the salad bowl. “Come on,” I said. “There’s something I want to show you.”

“What’s that?”

“The future.”
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Creighton Melice parked his car in front of one of the bottom-feeder bars in a gang-infested neighborhood of southern San Diego. He figured that at least half of the people in the place would be carrying, so he made sure he’d chambered a round in his Glock before stepping out of the car.

A few women who’d ignored the cool weather and were wearing skin-tight wisps of clothing propositioned Creighton on his way into the bar, but he just brushed them off. He wasn’t interested in their kind.

He wanted a girlfriend with a little more class.

Some of the gangbangers lurking around the tables stared at Creighton as he entered. A few of them eyed his face and hands, focusing on the array of scars and burn marks he carried, but most of the bangers were probably just wondering if he was a cop. The attention didn’t bother Creighton. He knew how to act around bangers. After all, he’d been one himself back in the day.

In a gang, it’s all about respect. So instead of staring down or provoking the little punks, he just gave them each a casual nod as he walked past.

They seemed to accept that and, one by one, drifted back to their murmured conversations, keeping one cautious eye on him as he took his seat at the bar.

Creighton ordered two beers and let his eyes browse the room. The woman sitting by herself beneath the Bud Light sign looked a little too drunk. Pass.

The African-American woman who was checking him out from the booth by the end of the bar appeared a little too eager. Never a good sign.

He took a long, slow drink and found his attention drawn to an attractive, dark-skinned brunette sitting alone at a table beside the window. She didn’t look like an untraceable, undocumented immigrant, but she was appealing to Melice for other reasons. She looked bored and was apparently confident enough not to feel the need to dress like a ten-dollar whore to find a guy.

Hmm. Interesting.

He grabbed the two beers and maneuvered through the crowd to her table.

Being confident. That’s the key. It’s all about confidence. If you’re confident enough, people will go wherever you lead them, believe whatever you say. That’s how Jeffrey Dahmer did it. Complete confidence. He once convinced two cops that the drugged, naked guy in handcuffs wandering around the streets was his drunk lover. So the officers dropped the guy off at Dahmer’s apartment, where he promptly killed and then ate him. Another time some cops came to his place to investigate the smell seeping through the walls of his apartment, and Dahmer convinced them that it was just the aquarium he hadn’t gotten around to cleaning. They didn’t bother to check his bedroom, or they would have found the rotting corpse on his bed.

So.

Confidence.

Creighton set both beers on the brunette’s table. “I need some advice.”

She looked at the bottles of beer and then gave Creighton a slight grin. “Oh yeah? What kind of advice?”

Over the years Creighton had discovered that people are more suspicious of you if you offer them something for nothing. The kinder you are, the more they think you want something from them. People trust need, not charity.

He leaned his hand against the chair beside her. “I’m new around here. I need someone to show me around the city.”

A raised eyebrow. A little sarcasm. “Do I look like a tour guide?”

“You look like someone who’s tired of all the scumbags in this hellhole leering at you. You look like someone who knows you could do better for tonight, if only the right guy wandered into your life.”

So.

Now.

Wait.

Just wait.

She’ll respond somehow, she has to respond somehow.

Confidence. That’s the key.

Creighton took a swig of his beer.

She might just blow him off. Yes, she might.

But maybe.

“Well,” she said at last. “You’re right about this place. And I do know the city pretty well . . .” She stood and slipped her arm around his elbow. “All right. Tonight, I’ll be your guide.”

“I can’t wait,” he said, and led her to the door.
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Since I’m six-foot-three, I was thankful yesterday when Avis upgraded us to a full-size car. At least this way I could steer with my hands and not my knees.

I turned off a street peppered with tattoo studios, car dealerships, and small ethnic restaurants and then cruised past a group of homeless immigrants who stared blankly at our car from the curb. “Patrick,” said Tessa. “We can go back to the hotel now if you want to. I mean, I don’t mind. Just so you know. It’s OK with me.”

“Don’t worry, it’s all right. The neighborhood we’re going to isn’t so bad.”

“How do you know?”

“This is what I do.”

We drove for another ten minutes and then I said, “So earlier you asked if I could tell where the next fire would be, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well.” I let the car roll to a stop beside a series of brown stucco homes lining one of San Diego’s many sagebrush-covered hills. “This is it.”

“Here?” She sounded excited, like I’d just suggested we move back to New York City.

“Yes. If I were going to predict the future, I’d say the next fire is going to be somewhere right around here.”

We stepped out of the car, and she looked around the desolate neighborhood. Not much to see. A small tobacco store stood on the corner at the end of the block. The hills were fringed by palm trees and dotted with quiet homes now fast asleep. The traffic on the Five murmured to us through the night. A commuter train, which they call trolleys here, roared down the tracks in the distance. It wasn’t the worst neighborhood in the city, but I didn’t want to keep Tessa here too long, either.

“Do you really think there’s going to be a fire here?” she asked.

“Of course not. I already told you I can’t predict the future. It’s just that if I were going to . . . that is—based on the arsonist’s pattern; if I were him, this is where I’d choose.”

She looked around expectantly. “So, when is it supposed to happen?”

I looked at my watch. “All right, let’s see . . . three . . . two . . . one.”

She turned slowly, eyes wide. “Are you sure?” she asked.

I noticed a transient Hispanic man lurching across the street at the end of the block. He wore a tangle of scraggly clothes, and when he arrived at the curb he began to walk in odd circles around one of the murky streetlights. “Tessa, I already told you I can’t do this. What, do I look like Nostradamus?”

She nodded, still scanning the neighborhood. “That’s a good line. I’d hang on to that one.”

“Thanks.”

“I don’t see a fire.”

“Of course you don’t.” The homeless man was about thirty meters away. He appeared to be mumbling to himself. He looked our direction and then began to stumble toward us.

“I think it’s time to go,” I said.

Nearby, I could hear the rattle and hum of the trolley coming closer.

Tessa slid into the passenger seat. “So, how much did you say graduate school cost you?”

“Apparently, way too much.”

As I pulled away from the curb, the vagrant began staggering down the center of the road toward us. He stopped directly in front of the car. I couldn’t safely pass him so I let the car idle. He stood only a few meters from us, frozen, staring into the headlights.

“What’s he doing?” Tessa asked.

“Probably just wants some money.”

I was about to get out of the car and tell him to kindly step out of the way, when he let out a wild screech and rushed screaming toward our car, clambered up the hood to the windshield, and stared at us through the glass. I threw open my door. “Tessa, stay in the car. Lock the door.”

She did.

He looked at me menacingly, eyes wild in the night. “Brraynn,” he screamed. Before I could stop him, he slammed his face against the glass.

Tessa scrambled back as far as she could. “Patrick!”

Drugs. He’s probably on drugs.

I grabbed his arm. “Sir, you need to settle down. Come on. Let’s get you off this car.” He pulled away, shook his head violently, and smacked his forehead against the windshield, sending an array of cracks flying across the glass. Then he looked at me with a crazed, twisted expression, his nose now bloodied and broken. His teeth were rotten nubs, his breath a putrid cloud.

He was incoherent. High. Maybe drunk, although his breath didn’t smell of booze.

“Ssslllleee,” he screeched. “Mergh. Whikl!”

Restraining people high on crack is never fun. Inhuman strength. Combative. Out of control.

But I needed to protect him from himself.

I pulled him off the hood, but as I did, he let out a shriek, swung his head toward me, and buried his rotten teeth through my windbreaker and into the meat of my forearm. I jerked my arm away, and one of the stained teeth peeled out of his mouth and stayed lodged in my arm. He toppled off the car and sprinted with surprising speed toward the tobacco store, where a man in his early twenties had just exited.

I rapped at the window, made sure Tessa was OK, and then I ran toward the tobacco store and called for the college kid to get away!

The transient, who was either mentally ill or high—or both—was now holding a rusted tire iron. Whether he’d had it hidden nearby or just found it, I didn’t know.

“Hey!” I had to yell loudly to be heard over the clatter of the approaching trolley. The guy was fast, frantic. I ran toward him. “Stop!”

“Preehl!” he screamed.

Rumbling from the tracks nearby, the trolley was accelerating.

I sprinted toward the transient. “Put it down.” I reached for the plastic restraints I carry in my back pocket. “Do it now!”

This was spinning off bad, bad.

The vagrant turned in a circle, delirious. Disoriented. “Rrrrh-hhhkkk.”

Finally, the customer who’d been standing outside the tobacco store backed away and slipped into the thick shadows beside it.

Good, that’s good.

But you still need to restrain this guy so he doesn’t attack someone else.

I closed the distance to the homeless man, and he threw the tire iron at me, then bolted toward the trolley tracks. His impromptu weapon clanged to the sidewalk beside me as I ran toward him.

Only a few more meters.

The rushing thunder of the trolley became more pronounced here, because just past us, the track descended into a tightly cut trench through the city. A stiff, black metal fence two meters tall lined the sides of the rift to keep people from falling in.

Or jumping.

Oh no.

The transient grabbed the railing and began to climb. I sprang forward to clutch his leg. Almost had it. Almost.

There. I had his ankle.

But then he screamed one last unintelligible word, fiercely kicked my hand away, and threw himself over the top of the railing directly into the path of the oncoming trolley.
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Even above the sound of the trolley rattling over the tracks, I could hear the wet, grisly sound of the trolley’s impact.

No, no, no.

I ran to the railing.

The engineer was braking the trolley, but it wouldn’t matter anymore to the man who’d jumped. I wondered if the people aboard had felt anything, if they had any idea what had just happened. I noticed something wobbling to a stop beside the tracks. Then I realized what it was.

The man’s shoe.

And it looked like it might still have his foot inside it.

A sour, churning flood of nausea swept through me. Some people grow numb to it all. To the death and blood and violence. You’d think in my job I would have, but it still bothers me. It still breaks my heart and turns my stomach.

I took a deep breath to calm myself and then remembered Tessa. I swiveled around and ran to our car, part of my mind cataloging the scene.

Entrance and exit routes—K Street and 16th. No mobile traffic. 

Check.

License plate numbers—five parked cars, memorize the plates.

Check.

Potential witnesses—trolley riders? Unlikely. In the channel, they couldn’t see out . . . college kid, store owner? Possibly. Tessa, me.

Check.

Surveillance—no visible cameras.

Check.

Tessa was sitting in the passenger seat, rocking back and forth, both hands covering her face. My phone was still in the car beside her. I knocked on the window and called for her to unlock the door.

When she didn’t move, I flagged down a man in a maroon Ford Mustang who’d just turned onto our street. At first I didn’t think he’d stop, but when he saw me glance at his plates, he pulled to a stop beside the curb.

“What’s going on?” he asked. His eyes landed on the blood seeping out of my arm.

“Do you have a phone?”

“Sure. Yeah.”

“Call 911. Tell them a man jumped in front of the trolley.”

He kept gazing at my arm.

“Do it.”

He dialed.

I had to call to Tessa four or five times before she finally unlocked the door and I was able to climb in beside her. “Are you OK?”

She was shaking.

I pulled her close. Held her tight.

“Did he do it?” Her voice fragile, broken. “Did he jump?”

Good. She didn’t see. Thank goodness she didn’t see.

“Don’t worry about that—”

“Did he jump!”

“Yes.” I had to be straight with her. “He did.”

She began hitting me with small, rigid fists. “He shouldn’t have done it, Patrick. He shouldn’t have.”

“I know.”

“Why did he do it?”

We always want a reason, an explanation, but sometimes there aren’t any. “He was confused,” I said. “He made a terrible mistake.” I hugged her, tried to calm her. “Now, are you OK?”

“I wish we hadn’t come here.”

“Me too. I’m sorry.”

“Can we go?” She was wiping a tear away. “Please. Let’s go. OK?”

A man had just died, just killed himself, and since Tessa had covered her eyes and the college kid had bolted, it looked like I was the only one who’d seen what happened. I knew the police would need my statement, so, as badly as I wanted to, I couldn’t leave the scene quite yet. On the other hand, I didn’t want Tessa anywhere near here. I definitely needed to get her back to the hotel.

Just relax and think for a minute, Pat. Think.

I looked up and saw that the windshield was spider-webbed with cracks and spotted with crimson. Beyond John Doe’s blood spatter, I could see that a crowd was already forming along the edge of the tracks, staring down. Pointing. On the other side of the tracks two men trudged past the onlookers. I couldn’t see their faces, but one walked with the measured steps of an older man, and the bigger, younger guy was carrying a large black duffel bag. The man in the Mustang had swiveled around the block and was picking them up.

“Well?” Tessa said.

“I won’t be able to leave for a little while,” I said. “Let me see if I can find someone who can take you back to the hotel.”
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